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This qualitative case study explores with 15 Millennial educators the factors that 
influenced their decision to stay and progress as leaders within the context of a high-
attrition environment. The following assumptions held to be true: (1) the generation-
specific retention needs of Millennials are applicable to educators across generations; 
(2) high-quality professional development is a key factor in retaining teachers; (3) to 
provide high-quality support for teachers, schools must carefully craft an effective 
holding environment that is differentiated developmentally. 
The site for the study was a high-poverty urban charter network in the Northeastern 
United States that struggled to retain teachers. The primary sources of data were 
interviews with 15 Millennial teacher leaders, a focus group of five principals, and a 
document analysis. 
The findings were analyzed through the four lenses presented in the conceptual 
framework: motivation for staying, how they learn, what they learn, and reactions to the 
pandemic. Each of these lenses directly aligned to the study’s four research questions. 
The analysis served to code the disaggregated data per these four lenses, and the 
synthesis served to reveal teacher perceptions falling into three categories that were then 
used to further interpret the analysis. 
The major findings were: (1) A strong majority of participants indicated they were 
motivated to stay in a high attrition environment because they liked their colleagues, 
while an equal number cited the positive school culture as a contributing factor to their 
retention. (2) A slight majority of participants indicated that the Covid-19 pandemic 
provided an opportunity to be innovative. (3) A majority of participants indicated a desire 
to develop their capacity for learning and leading. (4) A strong majority of participants 
described they learned largely in informal ways by dialoguing with others and through 
observation. 
The principal recommendation from this study is that in order to retain teachers in a 
high-attrition environment, there must be a positive school culture. Schools that want to 
retain employees need to (1) provide learning opportunities and support the development 
of leadership skills, and (2) support and provide the resources for informal adult learning 
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Background and Context 
I began writing my dissertation when things were normal. The teacher shortage had 
already been a problem for quite some time, particularly for the nation’s neediest students 
(Ingersoll, 2002; Jacob, Vidyathri, Carroll, & The New Teacher Project [TNTP], 2012). 
Teacher recruitment, teacher retention, and teacher development all surfaced as critical 
facets of this problem. Then, in March of 2020, the whole world changed. The pandemic 
COVID-19 forced us all into a new normal. In a matter of weeks, self-isolation, social 
distancing, shelter in place, and lockdown characterized life across the globe. Distance 
Learning became School in this new normal. The disparity vis-à-vis educational equity 
became glaring. Teachers in high-needs schools were mandated to (1) locate all of their 
students to make sure they were safe, warm, and being fed (Turner & Kamenetz, 2020); 
(2) ensure all of their students had a laptop computer and internet connectivity; and (3) 
move their classrooms online, using platforms that were entirely new to them (Darling-
Hammond, 2020; Long, 2020). What had been an incredibly challenging job became 
virtually impossible overnight (Rothman & Feinberg, 2020; Tate, 2020). Support for 
these teachers appears to vary widely, but according to Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram, 
it is clear that pandemic conditions caused them to become even more exhausted, more 
stressed out, and more overwhelmed than they were under the old normal (Turner & 




these conditions will likely underscore the already grave concerns around equity, access, 
and effective teaching for the students who get the least and need the most (Darling-
Hammond, 2020). 
The number of students from poor families who qualify for the National School 
Lunch Program (NSLP) has dramatically increased over the past three decades (Ingersoll 
et al., 2018). This is notable for two reasons: (1) all schools, but especially schools 
serving poor families, are becoming increasingly overcrowded; and (2) there are not 
enough effective teachers to meet the needs of the increasing number of students. The 
teaching workforce continues to be a leaky bucket, losing hundreds of thousands of 
teachers each year (Ingersoll, 2002; Sutcher et al., 2016). The shallow pool of teachers is 
quickly lapped up by stable, suburban schools (García & Weiss, 2019). The schools with 
the fewest resources and least desirable working conditions are the ones frantically 
scrambling to fill vacancies (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017). These are 
high-poverty schools, where more than 75% of the students are eligible for free or 
reduced-price lunch (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2019), and they 
are disproportionately affected by this crisis, in part, because of the revolving door of 
often inexperienced people hired to teach there (Ingersoll, 2002). Given the dire 
economic conditions created by COVID-19, juxtaposed against the possible health risks 
of returning to brick-and-mortar schools, it is yet unclear what teacher retention will look 
like in high-poverty schools beyond the 2020-2021 school year. 
The Problem of Teacher Attrition 
Approximately 33% of teachers in American public schools leave the field in the 
first three years, and 50% of them leave in the first five (Ingersoll, 2016, 2018; Ingersoll 
et al., 2014; Sutcher et al., 2016; Wynn & Brown, 2008).  After the 1987-1988 school 
year, about 7,500 first-year public school teachers left teaching, while just after the 2008-




(Ingersoll et al., 2018). As a profession, teaching has an annual national attrition rate of 
about 8%, with the number of teachers leaving each year accounting for close to 90% of 
annual teacher demand (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017). In other words, 
this 8% represents hundreds of thousands of teachers lost every year, and the majority of 
them are not retiring but quitting the field for other professions (Jacob, Vidyathri, Carroll, 
& TNTP, 2012).). The National Center on Education Statistics’ periodic survey of 
teachers and schools showed that for 2012-2013, approximately 8% of teachers left their 
school, while another 8% left the profession entirely. While the latter rate has risen from 
5.8% since the first time the survey was given in 1988-1999, that rate has been relatively 
steady, nationally, over the last decade (Esdal, 2019; Goldring et al., 2014). Notably, 
turnover and attrition are higher for U.S. teachers than among teachers in other countries 
(Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). Compared to high-achieving school systems, such as 
those in Finland, Singapore, and Ontario, Canada—where 3-4% of teachers leave in a 
given year—U.S. attrition rates are quite high, particularly for new teachers and teachers 
in high-poverty schools and districts (Sutcher et al., 2016). 
Prior to COVID-19, in high-poverty schools, where at least 75% of the students are 
receiving free or reduced lunch, teachers had already exhibited a particularly high 
burnout rate (National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future [NCTAF], 2012). 
In fact, almost half of all public school teacher turnover takes place in high-poverty, high-
minority, urban, and rural public schools, a population that represents just one quarter of 
the public schools in America (Ingersoll et al., 2018). The aggregate turnover and 
attrition rate in these schools is 15.3%, 3.4 percentage points higher than the aggregate 
turnover and attrition rate in low-poverty schools (11.9%), creating more potential 
vacancies in high-poverty schools than in better-off schools (García & Weiss, 2019). This 
indicates that even before the pandemic, teachers in high-poverty schools were more 
likely to leave their schools and the profession, a discrepancy that is growing (Esdal, 




high turnover, they can reduce the demand for teachers who are in short supply (Carver-
Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017). 
High-Poverty Schools are the Hardest to Staff 
One consequence of this attrition is that low-income and minority students who 
attend so-called “hard-to-staff schools” are routinely taught by the least experienced, least 
effective teachers (Borman & Dowling, 2008; Hodges, 2016; NCES, 2019; Olsen, 2019). 
Nationally, in 2013–2014, on average, high-minority schools had four times as many 
uncertified teachers as low-minority schools. (Sutcher et al., 2016). Research is clear that 
both teacher inexperience and rates of turnover negatively impact student learning, which 
means that students in schools with high turnover and few experienced teachers are at a 
decided educational disadvantage (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017). 
Students in these hard-to-staff schools disproportionately suffer the consequences 
of both turnover and shortages: long-term substitute teachers, canceled classes, and 
inexperienced, underprepared teachers (Ronfeldt et al., 2013, Strauss, 2017). As of 2016, 
turnover was 50% higher in high-poverty schools and 70% higher for teachers who serve 
in schools with the most students of color, leading to even more change and chaos for the 
very students who could most benefit from stability (Carver-Thomas & Darling-
Hammond, 2017). Efforts to solve these staffing problems have focused primarily on 
recruiting promising teachers into high-poverty schools, often with little attention to 
systematically supporting and retaining them once they are there (Ingersoll & May, 2011; 
TNTP, 2012). Regardless, these high rates of turnover make it difficult for schools to 
attract and develop effective teachers (Ingersoll, 2002), especially now in this “new” 
normal. 
Inexperienced Teachers Require High-Quality Support and Development 
A second consequence of this attrition is that teachers in high-poverty schools are 




often outside the traditional four-year education degree programs (Henry et al., 2014; 
Ingersoll et al., 2014; Kardos, Johnson, Peske & Kauffman, 2001; Redding & Henry, 
2018). These alternative pathways tend to place teachers in the position of learning on 
their feet, through trial and error, picking up theory and pedagogical knowledge 
concurrently via a patchwork of online courses, night courses, or intensive courses 
facilitated during school vacations. Teach for America (TFA) is one such well-known 
alternative pathway. Extensive research into TFA recruits found that teachers who 
become certified while teaching do about as well as other certified teachers in supporting 
student achievement gains; however, nearly all of them leave within three years. 
Teachers’ effectiveness appears strongly related to the preparation they have received for 
teaching (Darling-Hammond, Holtzman, Gatlin & Vasquez Heilig, 2005). 
In most schools, once these people are hired, they are largely on their own to figure 
out how to teach students who are struggling, both emotionally and academically (Bierly 
et al., 2016). Teachers, like many professionals, crave professional development and 
leadership development opportunities that will increase their effectiveness (Demarco, 
2018; Drago-Severson, 2016; Ross, 2019; Troen & Boles, 2012). Curriculum 
development and lesson study, teacher research, teacher-led professional development 
(i.e., professional development that is more self-directed by teachers and more actively 
informed and overseen by them), and appraisal and feedback are key components of solid 
systems of professional support (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). 
Unfortunately, however, a lack of such professional support leaves teachers 
struggling to adjust by themselves, hurting their ability to use their time wisely and 
effectively, and precluding opportunities for novice teachers to learn from one another 
(García & Weiss, 2019e). Overwhelmingly, teachers in high-poverty schools suffer from 
inadequate support for teacher learning, including inadequate peer support, challenging 
emotional experiences, and lack of job-embedded development programs (Dias-Lacy & 




mechanisms for alternatively certified teachers may increase retention and improve the 
quality of instruction (Scribner & Akiba, 2010; Woods 2016). It furthermore shows that 
if districts nationwide invested in new teacher induction, students who have been 
structurally denied resources through the inequitable distribution of teachers would be 
more successful academically and social-emotionally (New Teacher Center [NTC], 
2019).  
Today’s Inexperienced Teachers are Millennials 
The Millennial Generation is the largest generational cohort in history, and 
consequently, many of the teachers that are the focus of retention efforts are Millennials. 
As of 2014, 27%, or 85 million people, in America were Millennials, and by 2025, they 
will comprise 75% of the workforce (Cramer, 2014). Today, in 2020, 40% of the 
workforce are Millennials (Pew Research Center, 2018). Millennials believe that their 
time, skills, talent, money, voice, purchasing power, and ability to network all have equal 
value, and they offer them as such (Feldmann et al., 2019). As digital natives, they are 
accustomed to a constant connection to information, media, friends, and other peers. 
These connections also open them up to influence from many different sources (Feldman 
et al., 2019). And 49% of them claim they would, if they had a choice, quit their current 
jobs in the next two years, a challenge for companies seeking a stable workforce (Deloitte 
Global Millennial Survey, 2019), though, as mentioned earlier, the economic impact of 
COVID-19 may change this. 
This generation is highly educated, willing to learn, technologically advanced, and 
socially conscious (Deal & Levenson, 2016), all traits important for making an effective 
teacher. Civil rights/racial discrimination, health care, education, and employment are the 
causes Millennials in this country consistently care the most about (Feldman et al., 2019). 
They value working for socially responsible organizations that do good, so these 




Millennials (Deal & Levenson, 2016). Millennials are committed to their organizations 
when they do work that they like, have access to learning and development, like their 
bosses and coworkers, and believe their organizations are having a positive impact on the 
world (Deal & Levenson, 2016). The education industry needs to better understand who 
these Millennial teachers are because this is the generation today’s teachers and school 
leaders are hailing from (Carroll & Foster, 2010; Walker, 2009). 
Millennials Want Voice, Choice, and Opportunity in Their Workplace 
Since strategically retaining teachers today means strategically retaining 
Millennials, it is critical to explore how Millennials engage with their work and apply 
that to the organizational systems in schools. Millennials want to have a voice, to 
contribute ideas, direction, and a more active role in the management and execution of 
their work as individuals or in a small group (Feldman et al., 2019). In fact, Millennials 
surveyed across industries prior to COVID-19 highly valued leadership opportunities and 
having a voice in decision-making bodies (Deal & Levenson, 2016). Having influence 
and autonomy in the workplace are key hallmarks of respected professions. Before the 
pandemic, research showed that schools that provide teachers with that level of 
professionalism in terms of classroom discretion and autonomy, as well as schools with 
higher levels of faculty input into school decision making, had significantly lower levels 
of teacher turnover (Ingersoll, 2016). Again, the new normal may change this. 
Millennials also want to have opportunities to learn and grow. Studies show strong 
correlation between those who plan to stay in their current jobs and those who said their 
companies deliver best on talent development, and diversity and inclusion (Deloitte, 
2019). It is worth noting that, again, across industries, 94% of employees surveyed by 
LinkedIn in 2018 said that they would stay at a company longer if it invested in their 
career development. The modern organization needs to meet learners where they already 




through the platforms where they are already spending their time (Deloitte, 2019; 
Feldman et al., 2019; LinkedIn Report, 2018). 
Providing leadership roles is a powerful form of professional development for 
teachers (Drago-Severson, 2009, 2012b, 2016). It is clear that such opportunities to learn 
and grow particularly appeal to Millennials: A 2018 Gallup Poll showed that 59% of 
Millennial job seekers, compared with 44% of Gen Xers and 41% of Baby Boomers, 
reported that opportunities to learn and grow are extremely important to them when 
applying for a job. These wants reflect current research in the field of adult learning and 
leadership as well. For example, Ellie Drago-Severson’s Four Pillars for Adult Learning 
(2008, 2012a, 2016)—teaming, providing leadership roles, engaging in collegial inquiry, 
and mentoring—provide such a framework for leadership development in schools. 
Millennial teachers, like many teachers, are looking to break out of the isolating nature of 
traditional teaching and forge relationships, support one another, and challenge each 
other to grow in ways that promote lifelong learning (Drago-Severson, 2016). 
Culture Yields Voice and Choice, which Yield Retention 
Schools by their very nature are learning organizations, just the type of 
organization that should appeal to Millennials. However, the quality of the learning varies 
from school to school and is dependent on school culture, which plays a major role in the 
success and development of staff in a school. School culture influences attitudes toward 
spending time to improve instruction, motivation to attend workshops, and the activities 
people choose to participate in in schools (Peterson, 2018). Researchers who have studied 
culture have tracked and demonstrated a strong and significant correlation between 
organizational culture and an organization’s performance (Bridwell-Mitchell, 2018). 
Thus, it makes sense that the problem of teacher attrition negatively impacts student 
achievement and school culture and negative school culture negatively impacts student 




In the case of high-poverty schools, meeting the needs of teachers in 
developmentally appropriate ways can directly shift a school culture from dysfunctional 
and unsupportive to functional and supportive (Drago-Severson, 2004). Having a culture 
that cultivates nurturing and supportive relationships with colleagues and with 
administrators, being listened to as professionals, and having a say over the policies of 
their schools and practices in their classrooms are important components of teachers’ 
overall satisfaction and sense of purpose (García & Weiss, 2019d; Ladd 2011). These 
attributes of a supportive school climate also correlate with effective professional 
development, the option of leadership opportunities, and teacher retention (Drago-
Severson, 2016). 
Problem Statement 
Attrition of educators in high-poverty, urban schools has been an ongoing issue. 
This high attrition has created a vacuum of experienced teachers across the country. 
Today, teachers are largely of the Millennial generation (born between 1980 and 2000). 
Millennials, like the generations that have preceded them, want to learn, want leadership 
opportunities, and want a voice in decision-making. As an industry, the pre-K to 12 
school systems do not leverage these wants. Therefore, teachers feel they are not valued, 
heard, or professionally developed. As a result, the retention rate for many new teachers 
is approximately three years (NCES, 2019). While there is research that indicates why 
these educators choose to leave, less is known about why others choose to continue in the 
system. 
The implications for why some teachers choose to stay in the system are important 
because the acumen of American students in the areas of both reading and mathematics is 
slipping (National Assessment of Educational Progress [NAEP], 2019). The Nation’s 




become competitive members of democratic society. They are struggling to persevere, to 
think critically, to read closely, and to monitor their own progress by checking their work 
as they complete math problems, for instance. They want to be given the right answer, 
rather than understand the process to apply it across contexts. Concurrent with this reality 
is another one, just as frightening: our teachers, coaches, and school leaders are 
increasingly less prepared to teach our children how to become competitive members of 
democratic society. The pandemic is shining a light on the inequity inherent to the system 
of education in this county while exacerbating the lack of preparedness on the part of 
both the educators and the students. We are struggling to retain our high-performing 
pre-K through grade 12 educators, particularly in high-poverty schools, the schools where 
the students require the most support. And the data around distance learning (the remote 
school that replaced brick-and-mortar schools once American cities were locked down) 
suggest that American students could potentially fall seven months behind academically, 
while students in high-poverty schools, particularly children of color, could have lost a 
year of schooling due to the closures in March of 2020 (Dorn et al., 2020; Kuhfeld et al., 
2020). 
Exploring these two interwoven realities is critical to the health of this country’s 
school system. Researchers forecast that within 10 years, there will be considerably fewer 
skilled teachers, and considerably fewer skilled school leaders. The pool is shallow 
already. Given the complex and adaptive nature of the work in high-poverty schools, the 
need to retain talent is great. And given the widening academic gaps that children in these 
schools must bridge in order to be successful in society, the need to retain talent is even 
greater. Putting children at the forefront, readying them to enter the workforce as it exists 
today, demands innovation around how to hold on to talented educators. The literature 





This study is not intended to be about teacher effectiveness. It is about looking at 
teacher retention through the lens of developing teachers as leaders. It is about exploring 
teachers’ perceptions of what competencies they think they need to develop in order to be 
leaders and how they understand the development opportunities they have had. The 
literature (presented in Chapter II) shows that teacher development requires a holding 
environment derived from a positive school culture. The literature also shows a 
connection between people feeling valued and increased retention. Across industries, one 
strategy that is used to value and invest in people is professional development. 
Millennials seek out voice, choice, and opportunity in their workplace, so I want to 
understand how, if at all, that plays out in schools. How, if at all, do voice, choice, and 
opportunity as experienced through adult learning influence teacher retention in high-
attrition environments? 
Purpose Statement and Research Questions 
The purpose of this study was to explore with 15 millennial educators, in an urban, 
high-poverty charter network, the factors that influenced their decision to stay and 
progress as leaders within the context of a high-attrition environment. To carry out this 
purpose, the following research questions were addressed: 
1. What motivates participants to stay in the network? 
2. In what ways, if any, has the pandemic contributed to their decision to stay? 
3. What learning do participants perceive is needed to move into leadership 
positions within the charter network? 





As this study was wholly informed by the personal experiences of Millennial 
teachers, the case study approach was the appropriate foundation for the work. Through 
this research, I studied the experiences of individuals to construct a narrative about 
Millennial teacher retention, working conditions (specifically supports and challenges) in 
urban, high-poverty charter schools, and why Millennial teachers might want to stay in 
their respective schools beyond three years. 
In a case study, the research questions guide the researcher toward identifying a 
“case,” and the unit of analysis may be an individual person, an event, or other entity 
such as a process, a program, or an organization (Merriam, 2009; Robson, 2002; Yin, 
2009). For this particular study, a case study design was selected to focus on a subset of 
retained Millennial teachers in an urban charter school network—a group of stayers.  As 
there is a great deal of literature on teacher shortage, teacher turnover, and teacher 
churn—all with a focus on the leavers, this case intended to shine a light on factors that 
inform why some Millennial teachers might stay. The limited qualitative research on 
Millennial teacher retention relies primarily on teacher retention statistics and broad 
strokes survey data. In addition, other researchers have relied on quantitative survey 
measures to explore Millennials’ perspectives on work (e.g., Cramer, 2014; The National 
Chamber Foundation, 2012; The Pew Research Center, 2014). In contrast, this study 
seeks to put a finer point on what conditions promote increased Millennial retention rates 
by studying Millennial educators across schools, but within a single organization. 
Site Selection and Participants 
The Row Charter Network (pseudonym), the research site for this study, began in 
2005 with one K-8 school in the Northeastern United States, in a neighborhood among 
the poorest in the country with a poverty rate of 40.6% (Crain’s, 2015). The network’s 
overall mission is to graduate 8th graders who thrive in high-performing public, private, 




university. By 2017, the network had grown to five schools, including one pre-K through 
5, two K-4s, and two middle schools. Although this urban charter network is struggling 
with retention, there is a core group of educators, all of the Millennial generation, who 
have been with the organization for between three and ten years. The single case study 
approach, within the constructivist paradigm, illustrates how the individual experiences 
of 15 educators in this group resulted in a retention rate that surpasses the average tenure 
of a Millennial in a given organization. 
Maxwell (2005) suggests that purposeful selection of a research site can provide 
the researcher with a setting that captures the “representativeness” (p. 89), or typical 
range, of a set of beliefs as well as the heterogeneity, or range of variation of beliefs, 
within a population. 
My site selection was guided by the school’s: (1) Millennial teacher/leader 
retention rates (i.e., how and why Millennial teachers come to and remain at this 
particular school); (2) number of Millennial teachers on staff; (3) accessibility; and 
(4) location. I sought permission from the superintendent of schools in advance of the 
study. 
Through investigating 15 Millennial educators who are part of the Row Charter 
Network, an urban charter school network, I researched what positive experiences, 
supports, and challenges led these particular Millennials to remain with the network 
during a period of tremendous staff attrition. Over the 2016-2017 school year, the 
network lost 50% of their total staff.  Of the current 300 employees across roles in this 
organization, 256 of them are Millennials. Of the 256 Millennial employees, 200 of them 




Data Collection Methods 
Calling upon a semi-structured interview process, I conducted one interview, each 
for 60-90 minutes in duration, with 15 Millennial educators who (1) are currently 
teachers in the network and (2) have been with the network for at least three years. The 
interviews gathered background information to explore who these Millennial educators 
are, what brought them to the field, and what, if any, assumptions they had made about 
their students, their schools, and/or the network. Additionally, the interviews addressed 
why they think they have stayed when so many of their colleagues have left. To 
triangulate the data, I held a focus group of five principals in the same network for 
60 minutes and engaged in a document analysis to review eight high-level documents 
including, but not limited to, the organization’s mission and vision, the approach to 
teaching and learning, a recent annual report, and the executive summary for 2017-2018 
charter renewal for the flagship school. 
Anticipated Outcomes 
I anticipated the following possible outcomes or combinations thereof: (1) a new or 
revised teacher retention strategy; (2) a list of teacher-generated elements that describe 
what Millennial teachers are looking for in their school cultures and development 
opportunities; and (3) a deeper understanding of why stayers stay in high-attrition 
environments. 
The holding environment, as defined by constructive-developmental theorist 
Robert Kegan (1994), and then interpreted by Ellie Drago-Severson (2004), supports how 
a person makes meaning, promotes growth, and is dependable. It is strongly related to the 
adult culture in schools; hence, a final anticipated outcome from this study is a working 
framework for a holding environment that contributes to the retention of high-quality 




Assumptions of the Study 
As a researcher, I held three major assumptions about the intersection between 
Millennial work culture and urban teacher retention. Research shows that Millennials 
have needs that are generation-specific. They are digital natives, born into a world of 
constantly evolving technologies. They are perceived as an entitled generation. They 
covet voice and choice and the ability to innovate. As such, they require differentiated 
support in the workplace—support that meets their specific generational needs. My 
assumption going into this study however, was that these generation-specific needs are 
applicable to educators across generations. Millennials are just more vocal about them. 
The second assumption I made as a researcher is that high-quality professional 
development and support is a key factor in retaining teachers in high-poverty, urban 
schools. The research shows that these teachers are overwhelmed by the current 
conditions in which they work, such as overcrowded classrooms, a lack of materials, a 
high level of accountability, and a student population that is struggling, both socio-
emotionally and academically. It also shows that Millennials care more about the cause 
and the opportunity to grow than the salary. I believed that this generational quality might 
be leveraged to encourage teachers to stay. 
The third assumption I made as a researcher is that in order to provide high-quality, 
developmentally differentiated support, high-poverty schools must carefully craft an 
effective holding environment for their teachers. I believed there to be a relationship 
between positive school culture and an environment where educators feel well-held. 
Urban schools do not actively provide holding environments for teachers, which may 
contribute to the high rates of teacher attrition. By design, schools have traditionally 
existed to engage children in learning. Adult learning in urban schools is not prioritized. 
In fact, often the first line items to be cut from school budgets are those for professional 




see best practices in action. To be successful, teachers need to feel connected with other 
teachers in teams, partnerships, and professional learning communities. They need to feel 
professionalized. They need to feel well-held. They need a holding environment. 
I made some assumptions that my research would meet its goals. I assumed that the 
implications from my study would be helpful to teacher leaders, principals, and 
leadership developers. I assumed that I would have access to enough willing participants 
to meet all selection criteria for my study, detailed below and also in Chapter III. 
Specifically, I assumed that the schools where the participating teachers work would 
allow me access to interview them. 
Rationale and Significance 
The rationale for this study is derived from my desire to support the charge for 
equity in America’s public school system. As students in high-poverty schools are those 
most affected by teacher turnover, it stands to reason that retaining successful educators 
could serve as a mechanism for change. To effectively address issues of equity from both 
a race and class perspective, the teacher retention discussion must be at the forefront. 
Understanding that many of the teachers to be retained are Millennials helps to target this 
discussion in a way that may allow the education industry to apply Millennial retention 
strategies successfully employed by other industries. My intention as a researcher is to 
make recommendations to principals, staff developers, policymakers, and adult educators 
based on the insights gleaned from this study. 
The significance is the disaggregation of specific factors that influence Millennial 
educators’ decision to stay and progress within the context of a high-attrition 
environment. Pinpointing these factors may (1) help principals and network-level leaders 
consider more effective retention strategies by informing the practical design and 




decisions at the local and state level regarding teacher certification expectations; and (3) 
inform adult learning theory moving forward in ways that address the generational needs 
of Millennials, and possibly Generation Z as well. 
The Researcher 
 I began my teaching career in 2001, in New York City. The students I taught were 
all Millennials (born between 1980 and 2000). These particular students were 
additionally labeled “at risk” and “second chance.” The school I taught at was labeled 
“alternative” and “transfer.” These terms all allude to issues of retention, begging 
questions such as: How are these students effectively engaged in learning? How can the 
content and pedagogy be more relevant and authentic for them? How can we keep them 
in school? (It is notable that there was very little, if any, teacher turnover at this school.) 
I likewise consider teacher retention through similar questions: How are teachers 
effectively engaged in learning? How can adult learning and professional development be 
more relevant and authentic for them? How can we keep them in school? As a new 
teacher, I felt isolated, unsupported, terrified, and bad at my job for more than two years. 
The feelings I had as a teacher led me to become a teacher mentor and coach to support 
and guide other new teachers so they would feel less alone. 
Over the past decade, I have continued to spend a great deal of time with 
Millennials, coaching them as teachers, teacher leaders, assistant principals, principals 
and instructional coaches. I have taught teacher education programs at the university 
level. I have developed curriculum with them, observed their classrooms, co-taught with 
them. Most recently, I have designed high-quality professional development for them that 
is differentiated based on their need and skill level. Because of these experiences, I have 
found that teachers thrive in highly supportive environments that they can both contribute 




to hold onto talent. How can we keep these teachers a little longer to set our most 
struggling students up for success, when so many of their peers are leaving? Hence, the 
purpose of this study is to explore with 15 millennial educators, in an urban, high-poverty 
charter network, the factors that influenced their decision to stay and progress as leaders 
within the context of a high-attrition environment. 
Definitions 
Millennials—The Millennial Generation includes all those born between 1980 and 
2000. It is the generation that follows Generation X, but precedes Generation Z. 
Educator—For the purposes of this study, the term educator is defined as one who 
serves as a teacher, instructional coach, academic director, or school leader in a pre-K to 
grade 12 setting. 
School Culture—The way teachers and other staff members work together and the 
set of beliefs, values, and assumptions they share (Drago-Severson, 2012a; Schein, 1990). 
Teacher Leadership—For the purposes of this study, I am using Wenner and 
Campbell’s (2017) definition: “Teacher leaders are teachers who maintain a K-12 
classroom-based teaching role, while also taking on the responsibility of influencing their 
peers” (p. 140). This definition includes both formal and informal teacher leadership 
roles. 
 High-Poverty Schools—In the United States (defined as the 50 states and the 
District of Columbia in this indicator), the percentage of students eligible for free or 
reduced-price lunch (FRPL) under the National School Lunch Program provides a proxy 
measure for the concentration of low-income students within a school. Using this metric, 
the U.S. Department of Education defines high-poverty schools as those where 75% or 




Professional Development—In this study, I use professional development, 
leadership development, and professional learning interchangeably to discuss how 
educators improve and deepen their practice in myriad ways. 
Charter Schools—As defined by the National Alliance for Charter Schools, charter 
schools are independently-operated public schools, funded on the public dollar. All 
charter schools operate under a contract with a charter school authorizer—usually a 
nonprofit organization, government agency, or university—that holds them accountable 
to the high standards outlined in their “charter.” In high-poverty areas, charter schools 






REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
Introduction 
To frame this study, I selectively and critically reviewed the following topics: 
1. Issues and Trends around Teacher Retention 
a. Trend 1: Positive School Culture 
b. Trend 2: Developing Teachers as Leaders 
c. Trend 3: Teacher Retention in High-Poverty Schools  
2. How Teachers Learn from Experience and Engage in Self-Directed Learning 
a. Formal versus Informal Learning 
b. Experiential Learning Theory 
c. Self-Directed Learning Theory 
Reviewing the current literature covering these topics provides an overview of the 
literature that informed this study and its accompanying conceptual framework. First, I 
will share what the literature says regarding issues and trends around teacher retention, 
starting with the sub- topic of positive school culture and the influence of positive school 
culture on teacher leadership. Positive school culture supports the rationale and 
significance of this study and establishes a context for the reader to understand the 
working conditions, environment, and atmosphere that inspire loyalty and motivate 
people to stay in a particular organization. This topic connects to research question 1 of 




The second sub-topic related to teacher retention, which I will describe is 
developing teachers as leaders. This sub-topic further supports the rationale and 
significance of this study by teasing out a developmental approach to supporting, 
growing, and developing educators. This establishes a context for the reader to 
understand the relationship between culture and leadership development, and the role that 
leadership development plays in providing voice and opportunity to teachers. Teacher 
leadership as a topic connects both to research question 3 (What learning do participants 
perceive is needed to move into leadership positions within the charter network?) and 
research question 4 (How do participants describe how they acquired that learning?) of 
this study. 
I will then describe what the literature says about a third sub-topic: teacher 
retention, specifically in urban, high-poverty charter schools. The topic of teacher 
retention supports the rationale and significance of this study and establishes a context for 
the reader to understand the problem of teacher attrition underlying this study, a problem 
that continues to negatively impact student learning in the hardest-to-staff schools 
(Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017). The body of research on teacher retention 
harkens back to research question 1 for this study: What motivates participants to stay in 
the network? and further, connects with research question 4: How do participants 
describe how they acquired the learning needed to move into leadership positions? 
Finally, to more deeply address each of the research questions, I will share my 
second topic: what the literature says about adult learning theory. Here, the first focus is 
on the distinction between formal and informal learning. The second focus reviews the 
learning from experience literature. The final focus describes the self-directed learning 
literature. All three of these adult learning theory sub-topics will then be applied to the 
issues and trends around teacher retention described above. 
A review of current literature on the topics of positive school culture, developing 




how positive school culture drives teacher leadership, which drives positive school 
culture. By exploring the way these sub-topics interface with adult learning theory, 
particularly learning from experience and self-directed learning, we can perhaps better 
understand the issues of millennial teacher retention and development in high-poverty, 
urban schools, thus addressing the problem of teacher attrition in those schools and 
improving student outcomes for the nation’s most underserved students. 
Approach to the Literature 
In my research, I made extensive use of online databases, such as Google Scholar, 
JSTOR, ERIC, Columbia University’s CLIO, and ProQuest. I also retrieved articles from 
academic journals such as the International Journal of Educational Management, 
American Journal of Education, Educational Research Review, and Educational Policy 
Journal, and texts on school culture, Millennials and work, and urban charter schools. For 
this literature review, I mined books, journal articles, and published dissertations that had 
relevant topics and robust works cited published since 2015. The Gottesman Library 
databases, in conjunction with Google Scholar, provided me with literature via keyword 
searches, including “positive school culture,” “teachers and culture,” “teacher retention,” 
“teacher attrition,” “high poverty schools,” and “millennial teachers.” Because of the vast 
amount of information related to teacher leadership, I relied on the works cited, portions 
of the literature those searches yielded, and two particular literature reviews that spanned 
relevant studies from 2004 to 2015 (Wenner & Campbell, 2017; York-Barr & Duke, 
2004). I additionally searched using keywords that overlapped my areas of interest: 
“adult learning and school culture,” “charter school and teacher retention,” and 
“millennial teacher retention.” 
This chapter begins with a presentation of the theoretical discussions for the topics 




description of the Conceptual Framework developed for this study.  The Conceptual 
Framework was developed and informed by the aforementioned areas of the literature 
that were reviewed. 
Topic I: Issues and Trends around Teacher Retention 
The problem of teacher attrition, as described in Chapter I of this dissertation, is 
two-fold: First, more teachers than ever are exiting the profession, and second, fewer 
people are entering it. (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017; García & Weiss, 
2019b; Ingersoll et al., 2018). Thus, the question of how to retain teachers has become a 
critical one, as it lives within the locus of control of district-based and school-based 
decision-makers, whereas the latter issue, a decreased interest in teaching as a career, is 
arguably more of a societal one, warranting consideration if we are to cultivate students 
who can compete in this ever-growing global economy. In researching the current 
literature on teacher retention, three relationships repeatedly surfaced: (1) a relationship 
between culture and retention; (2) a relationship between developing teachers as leaders 
and retention; and (3) a relationship between high-poverty schools and retention. The 
sections below describe what the literature says about those three relationships. 
Positive School Culture 
For the past three decades, studies of school change have shown positive school 
culture to be key to improving teaching and learning (Deal & Peterson, 2016; Fullan, 
1998, 2011; Leithwood & Louis, 1998; Rossman et al., 1998; Smylie, 2009). School 
culture determines the type of conversations faculty have, the level of (unspoken) 
commitment among faculty, and general faculty efficacy, which in turn informs 
individual teacher efficacy (Gruenert, 2017). Constructing and maintaining a positive 




conditions within which people learn and grow (Drago-Severson & Blum-Stefano, 2018). 
Furthermore, school culture and teacher retention specifically have been linked to student 
performance (Bradshaw et al., 2014; Helterbran, 2010; Hulpia, Devos & Van Keer, 2009; 
Leithwood & Beatty, 2008). The literature shows that a positive school culture 
emphasizes improving teaching and building relationships, which, in turn, positively 
impact student motivation, engagement, and achievement (Carpenter, 2014). 
Research on school culture has often been driven by the pressure to find cultural 
features of schools that are “effective” in producing student achievement (Van Houtte & 
Van Maele, 2011). According to Deal and Peterson (2009), a strong, positive culture 
(1) fosters effort and productivity, (2) improves collegial and collaborative activities that 
in turn promote better communication and problem solving, (3) supports successful 
change and improvement efforts, (4) builds commitment and helps students and teachers 
identify with the school, (5) amplifies energy and motivation of staff members and 
students, and (6) focuses attention and daily behavior on what is important and valued. 
Recent research has integrated variables that are associated with student achievement 
across many studies and points to an increasing consensus about the cultural attributes of 
effective schools (Hoy et al., 2006; Wu et al., 2013). Characteristics that have been 
examined across multiple studies include trust and respect, and teachers’ professional 
culture (Louis & Lee, 2016), which map to the components that Deal and Peterson (2009) 
identified above. In a study that included 3,579 teachers in 117 schools across nine states, 
researchers discovered that school cultural components such as academic rigor, student 
support, and trust and respect among teachers promote teachers’ capacity for 
organizational learning (Louis & Lee, 2016). This study explored how the culture of a 
school, as reflected in teacher beliefs, assumptions, and behaviors, contributes to their 
capacity for organizational learning. Since positive school cultures that cultivate a 
professional, collegial climate for teachers correlate strongly with increased student 




Marzano, 2003), much of the literature calls for specific case studies to identify issues in 
the implementation of effective practice. This is reflected in Louis and Lee’s (2016) 
research, as they found that teacher professional culture plays a key role in shaping the 
capacity for organizational learning in a school. They also found that as the school level 
increases, the capacity for organizational learning tends to decrease. This is important to 
note because, according to their study, secondary schools do not have the same capacity 
for organizational learning that elementary schools have. 
One feature that has received increasing attention as a possible mediator between a 
school’s culture and its ability to improve student outcomes is organizational learning, or 
the collective capacity for the teachers and school leaders to find, analyze, adapt, and 
incorporate new ideas from both inside and outside (Easterby-Smith et al., 2000; 
Finnigan & Daly, 2012; Schechter & Atarchi, 2014). In terms of teachers’ professional 
culture, professional learning communities (PLCs) come up frequently in the research. 
Carpenter (2014) proposed that the elements of an effective school culture and effective 
PLCs include shared purpose and values, collaborative culture, engagement in problem 
solving and collective inquiry, and a focus on continuous improvement. His 2014 
qualitative study conducted at three secondary schools in the Midwest revealed that 
leadership trust and respect for teachers as professionals shaped how teachers engaged in 
collaboration. This study builds on the school culture and professional learning 
communities literature by exploring the existing policies and practices in schools as 
unique cases. The most powerful strategy for improving both teaching and learning is by 
creating the collaborative culture and collective responsibility of a professional learning 
community (Dufour & Mattos, 2013). 
Deal and Peterson (2016) posit that school cultures manifest as toxic when they 
lack a clear sense of purpose, have norms that reinforce inertia, blame students for lack of 
progress, discourage collaboration, and/or exhibit actively hostile relations among staff. 




absence of risk-taking are all warning signs that a school culture is suffering 
(Epitropoulos, 2019). Many articles came up when I googled “toxic school culture” on 
the popular, much-trafficked sites of ASCD, Edutopia, Education World, and EdWeek. 
However, I found no evidence-based studies on toxic culture as it relates to schools in 
particular. There is a plethora of recent research on toxic culture in organizations that 
illustrates the characteristics scholars such as Deal and Peterson identified, and these 
studies can be applied to schools. Most schools exhibit some elements of positive culture 
and some elements that are more toxic. It is a continuum (Deal & Peterson, 2016). 
The holding environment. According to education leadership scholar Ellie Drago-
Severson, supporting a positive school culture for adults necessitates the construction of 
an effective, and layered, holding environment (Drago-Severson, 2016; Drago-Severson 
& Blum-DeStefano, 2016, 2018). The premise is that adults who experience strong 
emotions often need intentionally supportive settings wherein they can process their 
experiences (Kahn, 2001). As defined by constructive-developmental theorist Robert 
Kegan, and then interpreted by his protégé, Ellie Drago-Severson, a holding environment 
supports how a person makes meaning, promotes growth, and is dependable (Drago-
Severson, 2004, 2009, 2012a, 2012b, 2016). Thus, a good holding environment serves 
three functions: (1) it meets a person where they are and provides appropriate supports to 
accommodate the way the person is currently making meaning; (2) it needs to “let go,” 
challenging learners and permitting them to grow beyond their existing perceptions to 
new and greater ways of knowing; and (3) it “sticks around,” providing continuity, 
stability, and availability to the person in the process of growth (Kegan, 1982, 1994). It is 
about making space to make sense of an event that is creating anxiety (Kahn, 2001). 
Moreover, it is about attending to the human, rather than the bottom line, again a 
Millennial generation value. 
According to the research on Millennials, an overriding theme that comes up again 




workplace. People matter. Culture matters. Collaboration and community matter (Deal & 
Levenson, 2016). This generation wants to be both well cared for and given autonomy. 
From a theoretical perspective, these values beg for holding environment theory. The 
concept of the holding environment was drawn by Donald Winnicott (1960), a 
pediatrician and psychotherapist. Initially, Winnicott used the idea of “holding” to 
describe the mother’s relationship with her infant. In this scenario, he argued that infants 
required physical holding, but he extended the notion beyond the physical environment to 
include how one learns to manage experiences, and, further, he connected this to the level 
of awareness and empathy exhibited by the mother. The holding environment supports 
infant development in myriad ways, guiding the infant from being an extension of its 
mother to becoming its own sentient being. Winnicott claims that if the holding 
environment is not “good” enough, appropriate infant development will be stultified. 
Later in his career, Winnicott (1963) transferred this idea of a mother-baby holding 
environment to the therapeutic practice of psychoanalysis. The thinking was that, just as 
the mother must be attuned to her infant child’s emotional and physical needs, so too 
should a psychoanalyst be attuned to the needs of his/her patient and create a therapeutic 
holding environment accordingly (Kahn, 2001). The theory is that patients who have not 
fully come to terms with some traumatic event need to be “held” by the therapist’s 
attention (Kahn, 2001). Winnicott (1963) described this as the analyst holding the patient, 
often communicating something that shows that the analyst understands the core of the 
patient’s experience at the appropriate moment. Hence, the critical elements of 
constructing a good holding environment, according to Winnicott, are consistency and 
empathy. Since Winnicott shifted his focus from mother-infant holding to therapist-
patient holding, the dynamic of people requiring a holding environment to process their 
experiences has been broadened to the world of organizational psychology (Heifetz, 
1994). At an organizational level, people look to holding environments when they face 




2001). Urban schools, as organizations, are fast-paced and littered with crises throughout 
the day, placing the adults within them through a rapid series of “unexpected high-
anxiety situations.” It makes sense, then, that teachers and school leaders would look to 
and benefit from a holding environment of their own (Drago-Severson, 2016; Drago-
Severson & Blum-DeStefano, 2016, 2018). 
The charge of creating a holding environment does not seem to fall to any one 
person in particular in urban schools. Actually, it appears that teachers might choose to 
step up to play the role of holding environment architect for a given team. The study 
Convening Holding Environments that Enable Collective Learning in Organizations, a 
dissertation by Keren Stashower in 2016, examined the organizational consultant’s 
experience and practice of enabling and maintaining holding environments at the group 
level. Here, the author positioned collective holding environments as social fields through 
a series of in-depth interviews with twelve facilitators with at least seven years of 
experience each. She found that holding environments shape both the form and direction 
of adult development and learning necessary in organizations today. Prevalent 
organizational examples of holding environments, according to this research, include 
team building, leadership development, critical-cross functional conversations, and some 
training. Her findings further included that holding environments involve power 
dynamics between holders and holdees. Because previous literature focused almost 
exclusively on holdee experiences, this study explored the holder role in creating and 
maintaining collective holding environments in organizations. Stashower focused on the 
relationships between the holder and holdee and the moves the holder makes to 
effectively hold the holding environment. Stashower’s work is another place that reflects 
(but does not cite) Drago-Severson’s Four Pillars. What is interesting here is that 
Stashower is specifically examining the holder as the one who constructs the culture 




The few studies I found that directly address the holding environment in schools 
are dated. One small study defined a holding environment in a school as one that fosters 
the development of the full potential of each child, while concurrently bolstering security 
and optimizing learning (Hyman, 2012). And another researched why some school 
environments were more conducive to teacher growth and development than others 
(Stager, 2009). Both of these studies found that (1) though schools are holding 
environments implicitly, they (the institution) are not always aware of this; and (2) the 
quality of the holding environment for staff is the main determinant of the quality of the 
holding environment they can provide for children (Solomon & Thomas, 2009). These 
findings and the findings from Stashower’s study described above map to the positive 
school culture literature with regard to the environment that informs increased faculty 
efficacy and job satisfaction (Gruenert, 2017). 
Summary: Positive school culture. In sum, as can be seen from the above, there 
is consensus with respect to positive school culture positively informing both student 
outcomes and teacher retention, but there is little consensus on how to do it. The 
literature reviewed here identifies myriad strategies, such as creating professional 
learning communities, co-creating organizational vision/clarity around organizational 
purpose, and focusing on trust and treating teachers like professionals. For example, 
Harris et al. (2014) suggested that building trust to achieve a positive school culture 
consists of respect, recognition, and risk. The holding environment literature extends this 
notion of positive school culture and trust-building by identifying particular features that 
the environment or culture needs in order to promote growth and learning. Those features 
include providing people with specific supports, challenges to stretch their thinking, and 




Developing Teachers as Leaders  
Focusing on school culture is one response to the problem of teacher attrition. A 
second response is to focus on professional development, particularly in regard to 
building the leadership capacity of teachers as a means to retain them. School culture is a 
critical element in the success of school improvement initiations in schools, and certainly 
it influences teacher leadership (York-Barr & Duke, 2004). Building school cultures that 
embrace myriad versions of shared leadership is a challenge today’s schools must work 
to overcome (Boyce & Bowers, 2018). The established hierarchy of schools implies that 
unless a teacher wishes to become an assistant principal, principal, or superintendent, she 
will be forced to remain stagnant in her career (Elmore, 2000; Fullan, 2001; Wenner & 
Campbell, 2017), so she looks elsewhere for job satisfaction. Studies have suggested that 
a combination of school leadership, collegial relationships, and school culture is crucial 
to increase retention (Boyd et al., 2012; Ladd, 2011; Simon & Johnson, 2013). Thus, for 
schools to adequately prepare children to meet the demands of today’s world, our 
approach to teacher retention, leadership development, and adult development must be 
improved (Drago-Severson & Blum-Stefano, 2015; Kegan, 1995; Ladd, 2011). Research 
shows that investing in shared leadership models, models that promote both formal and 
informal leadership opportunities for teachers interested in flexing leadership muscles, 
can serve as an effective tool to curb teacher attrition and increase student achievement 
(Wenner & Campbell, 2017). The research also shows that efforts to address teacher 
shortages must include continuous growth opportunities that professionalize teaching and 
support teachers, especially in high-poverty schools where attrition and subpar 
professional development opportunities are rampant (García & Weiss, 2019e). 
The fact is that teachers are uniquely poised to positively inform both teaching as a 
profession, and their respective school organizations (Fairman & Mackenzie, 2012; Silva 
et al., 2000; Wenner & Campbell, 2017; York-Barr & Duke, 2004). And teacher leaders 




2017). In empirical terms, leadership capacity can be easily fostered by seizing that as an 
opportunity to provide teachers a chance to lead, to invite them to participate in decision 
making processes, and by carving out space for reflection and discourse (Harris et al., 
2014; York-Barr & Duke, 2004). Teacher retention may be influenced by leadership 
opportunities (Berry et al., 2010a; Darling-Hammond, 2003). The literature draws a 
direct correlation between opportunities for professional growth and increased teacher 
retention through two channels: formal development opportunities and informal 
development opportunities. 
Formal development of teachers as leaders. Formal teacher leadership in terms 
of both roles, including a promotion in title and salary bump, and participation in formal 
programming or coursework, pervades much of the teacher leadership literature 
(Firestone & Manno, 2008; Margolis, 2012; Taylor, 2008). This formal development of 
teachers as leaders is illustrated through existing research as the three waves of teacher 
leadership. The first wave provided formal opportunities that were managerial in scope, 
touting titles like head teacher, department chair, or union rep, and implemented as 
administrative roles to further bureaucratic efficiency (Frymier, 1987). The second wave 
provided formal opportunities that recognized teachers as instructional leaders with titles 
like curriculum designer, staff developer, and grade team or content team lead, working 
outside the classroom to control the goings-on inside the classroom—a “remote 
controlling of teachers” (Darling-Hammond, 1998; Shulman,1987; Smylie & Eckert, 
2018). This wave supported the creation of “teacher-proof” materials, fostering a divide 
between teacher leaders and teachers wherein teacher leaders provided a boxed 
curriculum for teachers, not trusting that teachers could think and plan for themselves 
(Silva et al., 2000). The third wave of teacher leadership empowered classroom teachers 
to be leaders through flattening the hierarchy, collaborating with each other, and sharing 
best practices, work that is actually rooted in what students are learning and producing 




school culture by establishing and maintaining a holding environment that gives voice to 
teachers, a critical condition to inspire Millennial employee loyalty, and thus retention. 
These waves of teacher leadership have historically depended on formal 
professional development taking the form of a “program” or a traditional classroom-type 
experience. Recently, Berg et al. (2019) surfaced three trends in formal teacher leadership 
programs: (1) preparation of teachers with knowledge and skills that can help them to 
lead; (2) positioning of teachers in leadership roles to capitalize upon their expertise; and 
(3) recognition of teachers as leaders through awards and other forms of appreciation or 
acknowledgement. These programs tend to be successful when the holding environment 
fostered by the school administrator is safe, promotes risk-taking, and provides 
opportunities to learn leadership skills (Danielson, 2007; Drago-Severson, 2016; Drago-
Severson & Blum-DeStefano, 2016, 2018; Stager, 2009). 
Informal development of teachers as leaders. There is a fourth wave of teacher 
leadership that has recently been cited that includes formal and assigned leadership roles 
(including grade-level chairs or instructional coaches) as well as many informal roles 
(Levin & Schrum, 2017). Though elements of all three of the waves described in the 
section above continue to exist in varying degrees in school systems across the country, 
this fourth wave is the sweet spot for education reform in support of teacher autonomy, 
empowerment, job satisfaction, and thus retention (Wenner & Campbell, 2017). In their 
2017 literature review, building upon the research of York-Barr and Duke (2004), 
Wenner and Campbell (2017) define teacher leaders as teachers who continue teaching in 
the classroom, while concurrently shouldering additional and varied responsibilities 
beyond the classroom walls. This includes (but is by no means limited to) participating in 
school decisions, collaborating with administrators, and collaborating with each other 
(Kahlenberg & Potter, 2014). These informal roles may additionally take the shape of 
sharing best practices, mentoring novice teachers, modeling activities or tasks alongside 




An analysis of 54 studies revealed that teachers who take on leadership roles make 
other teachers feel supported, encourage professional learning and growth, and make 
important contributions as change agents within schools (Wenner & Campbell, 2017). 
Teachers as leaders further promote a better learning environment for students, increase 
student achievement, and result in a better working environment for teachers, which 
reduces teacher turnover (García & Weiss 2019d; Kahlenberg & Potter, 2014; Ladd, 
2011). In addition, in a 2016 survey of nationally recognized Teachers of the Year, 
participants shared that taking on leadership roles as a teacher improved their own 
professional practice (Jacques et al., 2016). This review of the literature also surfaced a 
study of 10,000 teachers in Miami-Dade County, South Florida, wherein researchers 
sought to tease out a relationship between teacher collaboration and student achievement, 
and their findings showed that teacher practice improves faster when working in schools 
with a higher degree of collegial collaboration (Ronfeldt et al., 2015). This is notable 
because the simple act of engaging in a hallway chat with a fellow teacher can positively 
inform instruction, school culture, and teacher satisfaction simultaneously. 
Four pillars of adult learning. As discussed above, in sub-topic one: Positive 
School Culture, creating and maintaining a holding environment is key to developing 
teachers as leaders, both formally and informally. Ellie Drago-Severson’s ground-
breaking work defines leadership development as synonymous with adult development, 
and she argues that it cannot happen without a good holding environment in place: one 
that supports how a person makes meaning, promotes growth, and is dependable (Drago-
Severson, 2004, 2009, 2012a, 2012b, 2016). Her Learning-Oriented Leadership (Drago-
Severson, 2004, 2009, 2012a, 2016; Drago-Severson et al., 2013) aligns with the 
literature on organizational learning and positive school culture, as it intends to 
purposefully and transparently carve out the space for collaborative learning “where 
educators support and challenge each other to grow” (Drago-Severson, 2009, p. 7). By 




for teachers, her research highlights a feedback loop that addresses the workplace needs 
of Millennials—to be valued, to have voice, to contribute their ideas, and to have their 
ideas implemented (Feldman et al., 2019). Additionally, and as noted in Chapter I, across 
industries, Millennials highly value leadership opportunities and having a voice in 
decision-making bodies (Deal & Levenson, 2016). Drago-Severson’s work serves to 
underscore, however, that these needs are not specific to Millennials, and that this 
feedback loop contributes to the professionalization of teachers across generations. It is a 
powerful indicator of how a lens on culture and developing teachers as leaders can lead to 
higher teacher retention. 
Though this Learning-Oriented Leadership model is still fairly new, the past 
20 years have inspired growing research on its effectiveness, including its use by both 
district-level and school level administrators (Codd, 2015; Kanarack, 2016; Lippard, 
2014; Saunders 2018). In her model, Drago-Severson identifies Four Pillars of 
Leadership Development, within which teachers are provided developmentally 
appropriate supports and challenges that result in leadership skill acquisition, feelings of 
confidence and empowerment, opportunities to influence change, and a deepening of 
their commitment to the work. These four pillar practices hinge on an open-door culture, 
one that eradicates the isolating nature of teaching by making professional collaboration 
the new normal (Drago-Severson, 2004, 2009, 2012a). They are teaming, providing 
leadership roles, collegial inquiry, and mentoring. 
Teaming. The first pillar practice is teaming (Drago-Severson 2004, 2009, 2012a, 
2016; Drago-Severson et al., 2018). Teaming brings adults together to work in groups on 
areas of focus such as curriculum, leadership, technology, teaching, and diversity to 
increase individual and organizational learning. Teaming develops teachers as leaders by 
providing a forum through which they can question their own and other people’s 
assumptions about the work, while sharing perspectives and challenging their own and 




scholars Vivian Troen and Kitty Boles (2012), teaming for teachers is an iterative 
process, including norm-setting, trying out new practices to improve instruction, and, 
most significantly, better serving their students (Troen & Boles, 2012). Their teaming 
framework for teachers centers on five criteria: leadership, task focus, collaborative 
climate, structure and process, and personal accountability (Troen & Boles, 2012), all 
related to holding environment, and all balancing developmentally appropriate supports 
and challenges for team members. 
Mentoring. The second pillar practice is mentoring, which Drago-Severson defines 
as learning from a peer in a supportive way. This practice supports adults by broadening 
perspectives, examining assumptions, and sharing expertise and leadership (Drago-
Severson, 2004, 2009, 2012a, 2016; Drago-Severson et al., 2013). Mentoring provides an 
opportunity for self-reflection and discourse to support and stretch adults in their 
learning. It is also a key opportunity for relationship- and trust-building. Mentoring is 
particularly important for novice teachers. Upwards of 40% of new teachers in this 
country leave teaching within five years (Perda, 2013). The New Teacher Center out of 
the University of California, Santa Cruz, has found that, in the absence of strong support 
and continued development, many new educators leave teaching, reiterating the negative 
impact of teacher attrition on student achievement (Goldrick, 2016). Mentoring has been 
shown to improve rates of retention to over 85%, even after four years of teaching (Berry, 
2009; Freedman & Appleman, 2009). Though mentoring is not a new idea, it is being 
defined here by Drago-Severson and others as an intentional pairing of new and veteran 
teachers that meets the developmental needs of new educators, while concurrently 
building the leadership capacity of the veteran teachers so both parties benefit from the 
relationship. 
Providing leadership roles. The third pillar practice is providing leadership roles. 
This pillar practice, like the others, is developmentally intentional, wherein the role 




which is accompanied by a holding environment that supports and challenges her as she 
grows into a specific role (Drago-Severson, 2004, 2007, 2009, 2012b, 2016; Drago-
Severson et al., 2013). Leadership roles for teachers exist upon a continuum from 
informal to formal, as described toward the beginning of this sub-topic. Being a team 
leader, an instructional coach, or a lab site classroom teacher exemplifies the more 
traditional, second-wave teacher leader side of the continuum. Opportunities to speak at 
conferences, to publish papers, to present at symposiums are examples of less traditional 
leadership roles. Informal roles, too, can provide the chance for a teacher to grow their 
leadership skills in ways such as action researcher, event planner, or spearheading a new 
curriculum (Berg et al., 2019; Drago-Severson, 2009; Wenner & Campbell, 2017; York-
Barr & Duke, 2004). 
Collegial inquiry. The fourth and final pillar is collegial inquiry. Collegial inquiry 
is discourse that encourages self-reflection and thoughtful examination of our own 
assumptions and perspectives (Drago-Severson, 2004, 2009, 2012a, 2016; Drago-
Severson et al., 2013). Collegial inquiry could be used, for example, in diversity, equity. 
and inclusion discussions around a shared text, where participants have a forum through 
which to share and consider their own beliefs alongside opposing beliefs. This can act as 
a holding environment, offering both a support and a challenge, and therefore can 
cultivate growth. The notion is that collegial inquiry raises each individual’s 
consciousness about their own biases, value judgments, and belief systems. 
Though not designed specifically for Millennial teachers, the four pillar practices 
address many of their generational needs. By prioritizing the developmental needs of the 
individual teacher and erecting a holding environment through which teachers feel both 
supported and challenged to take risks, teachers can have the voice, choice, and 
opportunity they are craving and thus will be more likely to stay in the world of education 




Summary: Developing teachers as leaders. In sum, as can be seen from the 
above, there is little consensus with respect to a single definition of teacher leadership; 
however, the literature clearly shows that teachers who participate in leadership 
development opportunities tend to report greater job satisfaction and increased levels of 
retention (Harris & Muijs, 2001; Natale et al., 2013; Wixom, 2016). Teachers adopting 
leadership roles result in feelings of empowerment for all teachers in a school, feeling 
support that is relevant, and encourage professional growth, and consequently, 
developing teachers as leaders catalyzes positive school change and reduces attrition 
(Boyd et al., 2012; Ladd, 2011; Simon & Johnson, 2013; Wenner & Campbell, 2017). 
Teacher Retention in High-Poverty Schools 
As outlined in Chapter I, retaining educators in high-poverty, urban schools has 
been an ongoing issue. As discussed above with regard to voice, choice, and opportunity, 
today’s teachers feel they are not valued, heard, or professionally developed. As a result, 
the retention rate for many new teachers is approximately three years (NCES, 2019). This 
is even more obvious for those teachers who serve in high-poverty schools (Darling-
Hammond et al., 2007; Ingersoll et al., 2014; Johnson et al., 2004; Sawchuk, 2012). The 
current literature on teacher retention illustrates that it is critical to solve the retention 
crisis for two reasons: (1) American children are increasingly underprepared to become 
competitive members of 21st century democratic society (NAEP, 2019). And, at the same 
time, (2) American educators are increasingly underprepared to teach our children the 
skills and knowledge necessary to become competitive members of 21st century 
democratic society. Where we are struggling most to retain our high performing pre-K 
through grade 12 educators across the country is in high-poverty schools, the schools 
where the students require the most support (Borman & Dowling, 2008; Hodges, 2016; 
NCES, 2019; Olsen, 2019). The literature somewhat differentiates between teacher 




The following sections demonstrate how the two bodies of literature reflect this 
differentiation. 
Urban teacher retention in high-poverty public schools. The numbers of teacher 
turnover are grave for America’s low-performing, urban, high-poverty schools (García & 
Weiss 2019b; NCTAF, 2012). Specifically, the teacher turnover rate in high poverty 
schools is nearly 50% greater than that in other schools (Carver-Thomas & Darling-
Hammond, 2017; Espinoza et al., 2018; Sutcher et al., 2016). This rate contributes both to 
the cycle of poverty in America’s urban centers and the current school-to-prison pipeline 
phenomenon (NCTAF, 2012; Redfield, et al., 2016; Rumschlag, 2017). Furthermore, 
research shows the turnover in these schools is on the rise year after year (Carver-Thomas 
& Darling-Hammond, 2017; Florida Department of Education, 2017). 
This churn of teachers in high-poverty schools is motivated largely by 
dysfunctional and unsupportive work environments, including such challenges as lack of 
materials, poor facilities, overcrowding, and high teacher attrition, which further inflame 
the exodus of teachers in these schools (Allensworth et al., 2009; Johnson et al., 2012; 
Kini & Podolsky, 2016; Loeb et al., 2005). According to the last of a series of annual 
surveys administered by MetLife from 1984 to 2012 to over 1,500 educators across the 
country, less satisfied teachers are more likely to be located in schools that had declines 
in professional development (21% vs. 14%) and in time allotted for collaboration with 
colleagues (29% vs. 16%) over the last year (2012). This was further supported by the 
New Teacher Project’s (2012) release of The Irreplaceables, their ground-breaking report 
highlighting that the real teacher retention crisis is not about retaining enough teachers; it 
is about retaining the most effective teachers. This has been named as a problem over and 
over since the release of that report, most recently in the Economic Policy Institute’s six-
part series entitled The Perfect Storm in the Teacher Labor Market in 2019. The 




rotating door of novice educators who are unsupported and left to their own devices 
(Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017; García & Weiss, 2019b). 
A teacher’s decision to stay in a high-poverty school may in part be dependent 
upon the embodiment of such qualities as a sense of mission and a disposition for hard 
work and persistence (Freedman & Appleman, 2009; Haberman, 1995, 2005). In 
Freedman and Appleman’s 2009 longitudinal study, 26 secondary teachers were tracked 
over the first five years. The participants were labeled as stayers (those who remained 
teaching in high-needs schools), movers (those who remained in the teaching profession 
but transferred to schools in areas of higher socioeconomic status), or leavers (those who 
left the profession) (Ingersoll, 2001; Ingersoll & Smith, 2003). This study found that the 
stayers exhibited typically Millennial attributes, such as being mission-aligned and 
willing to work hard for social change (Deal & Levenson, 2016; Santamaría, 2012; Wise, 
2017). 
In summary, the literature on teacher retention in high-poverty public schools 
paints a dismal picture: poor working conditions and limited opportunities for teachers to 
develop their practice, coupled with over-crowded classrooms and high-needs students, 
demand that teachers lean upon personal character traits, such as passion for the mission, 
desire to be the change, and sheer grit, to manage the increasingly complex nature of the 
work in schools. High-poverty public schools include both district schools and charter 
schools, as both are funded by public dollars. In the next section, I will narrow the lens to 
looking at research specific to charter schools. 
Urban teacher retention in high-poverty charter schools. The National Alliance 
for Public Charter Schools (2017) defines charter schools as schools that are public, 
tuition-free, and open to all students. They provide an alternative to the traditional school 
district schools and often operate independently. Unlike traditional school district 
schools, however, charters can be closed by their authorizers if they do not meet their 




schools as labsites for education innovation, as they have more freedom than their district 
counterparts to take risks, try out alternative curricula, and address recruitment and 
professional development more creatively (Berends et al., 2019; Betts & Tang, 2017, 
Cohodes, 2018). Opposers claim that charter schools siphon tax dollars away from 
traditional public schools, cherry-pick their students, and thus siphon away the top tier of 
students from traditional public schools, which lowers the quality of those schools, and 
that they are too risky (Manno, 2019; Oberfield, 2017). These arguments are reflective of 
the politics of our divided country, boiling down to advocates believing the current 
system is broken and opposers believing that charters are breaking the current system. 
Regardless, the number of charter schools across the country has been growing in leaps 
and bounds since the first one opened in Minnesota in 1992, both in terms of numbers of 
schools opening and numbers of students attending (Berends et al., 2019; Lake et al., 
2010). 
According to the U.S. Department of Education report entitled The Condition of 
Education 2019, overall public charter school enrollment increased from 0.4 million to 
3.0 million between fall 2000 and fall 2016. This research also surfaced that as of school 
year 2016–2017, about 56% of public charter schools were located in urban centers, 
versus 25% of traditional, district-run public schools. This report further found that public 
charter schools had more than 50% Black enrollment (23 vs. 9%) and more than 50% 
Hispanic enrollment (26 vs. 16%) than traditional, district-run public schools (Cohodes, 
2018; McFarland et al., 2019; NCES, 2013). Further research verified that urban charter 
schools serve more low-income students who participate in free or reduced-price lunch 
programs and more students of color than their traditional public school neighbors (Roch 
& Sai, 2015, 2018). 
Previous research reported that teachers in charter schools leave their schools at 
higher rates than teachers in traditional public schools (Harris, 2007; Miron & Applegate, 




this proposed research and an examination of what influenced the 15 teachers interviewed 
for this study to stay. Multi-year averages show that teacher turnover in charter schools is 
around 20% to 25% nationally and in various state contexts (Gross & DeArmond, 2010; 
Miron & Applegate, 2007; Silverman, 2012, 2013; Stuit & Smith, 2010), which is about 
twice as high as the national average at traditional urban public schools (Stuit & Smith, 
2010). 
In closing, like in the general population of urban, high-poverty schools, working 
conditions are often cited as the reason teachers are leaving; however, for urban, high-
poverty charter schools in particular, low salaries, higher workloads, less autonomy and 
more demanding expectations are what charter teachers name as the biggest barriers to 
staying (Ingersoll, 2001; Oberfield, 2017; Roch & Sai, 2018; Torres, 2016). While much 
of the literature finds that the support of school leaders is critical to teacher retention 
across schools (Boyd et al., 2010; Ingersoll, 2001; Ladd, 2009), these studies show that 
leadership support may be especially important to charter teacher retention (Torres, 
2016). My research examines the problem of charter teacher retention through the lens of 
developing teachers as leaders. 
Summary: Teacher retention in high-poverty schools. As can be seen from the 
above, there is consensus with respect to the problem of teacher attrition and the need to 
focus on retention, especially for high-poverty students. However, the literature does 
point to higher teacher attrition rates in charter schools versus traditional public schools. 
Teachers in both arenas identify poor working conditions as the main obstacle to staying; 
charter teachers cite (1) work hours that far exceed those of their counterparts in 
traditional public schools; (2) less competitive salaries and/or benefits; and (3) higher 
expectations for student achievement and standards mastery. These three items, in 
addition to the increasing complexity of what teaching in schools means today, create a 
maelstrom of dissatisfaction for teachers in urban, high-poverty charter schools and hence 




teacher development requires a holding environment derived from a positive school 
culture. This study further contributes to the field by exploring teachers’ perceptions of 
what competencies they think they need to develop in order to be leaders, and how they 
understand the development opportunities they have had. 
Topic II: Adult Learning Theory 
The second topic included in this literature review is adult learning theory and the 
place it holds in the discussion about retaining teachers in high-poverty schools. As the 
bodies of literature explored above in Topic 1: Issues and Trends in Teacher Retention 
are robust, particularly with regard to drawing relationships among culture, teacher 
development, and teacher retention in high-poverty schools, there is a gap in the research 
about how teachers understand the process by which they learn and develop to exercise 
leadership (Kwong, 2013). This gap led to the generation of the research questions of this 
study. 
Again, education leadership scholar Ellie Drago-Severson argues that adult 
development is leadership development, and the literature discussed in the previous 
portions of this review illustrates that positive school culture drives leadership 
opportunities for teachers, which drives retention, in turn bolstering school culture. 
Therefore, applying adult learning theoretical lenses to how teachers understand their 
own development as professionals could enhance our understanding of what 
competencies and/or conditions could more effectively curb attrition. 
This first subtopic below describes formal versus informal learning, somewhat as a 
parallel to formal and informal teacher development. Then, I shift my focus to self-
directed learning theory. Finally, I explain learning from experience (LFE) as an adult 




Formal and Informal Learning  
Formal learning for adults is defined as learning that happens through a course or 
class with a syllabus, a scope and sequence, homework, sitting at desks—all the qualities 
we visualize when we think of a school-like experience (Berg et al., 2019; Marsick & 
Volpe, 1999). Traditionally, formal training and development helped drive organizational 
effectiveness in the workplace. Like first and second wave teacher leadership as 
described in the previous topic, formal classroom instruction and job-embedded training 
programs provided management with the channels through which to model how work 
was to be performed (Marsick & Volpe, 1999). In the case of first and second wave 
teacher leadership, this work was largely administrative and technical: how to program 
student schedules, how to use a learning management system, how to track or staff 
student attendance, how to plan a field trip, special event, or excursion (Silva et al., 
2000). 
Currently, formal learning for teachers occurs via certification or endorsement 
programs that require registration and that culminate in a badge or diploma of some sort 
(Berg et al., 2019; Desimone, 2011; Garet et al., 2001). Studies that assessed the efficacy 
of these learning experiences tended to focus mainly on the improvement of teachers’ 
knowledge, skills, and instructional practices and on student outcomes as opposed to 
assessing how these learning experiences informed career trajectory or an uptick in 
participants’ interest in taking on leadership roles (Desimone, 2009; Garet et al., 2001; 
Ingvarson & Rowe, 2008; Yoon et al., 2007). This kind of learning is self-limiting, 
occurring within the duration of the program, and rarely, if ever, formally supported 
beyond that duration, much like test-prep in schools, as the purpose is to master the 
ability to perform a specific task and is largely compliance-driven. 
It is ironic, then, that formal learning is considered learning and not merely 
training. Learning is defined as a life-long process that involves an evolution of thought 




the purpose of schools is to create life-long learners, then it stands to reason that the 
adults in the schools would engage in and model life-long learning for their students. 
Formal learning as a process is visible through training sessions. Life-long learning 
happens informally and is harder to see (Eraut, 2004). According to the literature, 
85-90% of all learning occurs informally (Marsick & Volpe, 1999). Informal learning can 
happen anywhere and in any way. It is what we take away from all our daily interactions 
and is cumulative over our lifespans. This learning happens unintentionally, as a 
byproduct of pedestrian interactions, and is experiential. The content of this learning is 
generally practical, quite applicable. and called upon on an as-needed basis in the 
workplace setting (Earley, 2009; Manuti et al., 2015; Marsick & Watkins, 2015; 
Schugurensky, 2000; Turner, 2006; Tynjälä, 2008). 
The literature on the informal learning that teachers engage in aligns with the 
current literature on the relationship between school culture, developing teachers as 
leaders, and retention (Donitsa-Schmidt & Zuzovsky, 2018). Here, through informal 
learning, teachers are regarded as reflective practitioners that learn on their own, and can 
learn from colleagues by integrating that new learning into their schema (Fraser et al., 
2007; Richter et al., 2011). Because it is so personal and individualized, measuring 
informal learning is difficult. Eraut, in his 2004 study on Informal Learning in the 
Workplace, noted three main problems in studying informal learning: 
1. informal learning is invisible, taken for granted or not recognized as 
learning; thus, respondents are lack awareness of their own learning; 
2. the resultant knowledge is either tacit or regarded as part of a person’s 
general capability, rather than something that has been learned; 
3. discourse about learning is dominated by codified, propositional 
knowledge, so respondents often find it difficult to describe more 
complex aspects of their work and the nature of their expertise. (p. 249) 
These problems also challenge the development of self-efficacy for teachers. Self-
efficacy, the belief in one’s abilities to be successful, has been identified as critical to 




et al., 2011). Perhaps if we can understand how to shine a light on informal learning and 
place a premium on it for teachers by fostering self-efficacy, self-awareness, and the 
ability to articulate the less obvious/more complex aspects of the work, the holding 
environment will be stronger, they will feel more successful in their roles, and they will 
stay longer (Bandura, 1997). 
Self-Directed Learning 
Informal learning is frequently learning that happens via autonomous channels, is 
often self-directed in nature, and allows people to be more responsive to the rapidly 
changing demands of a market-oriented workplace (Candy, 1991). Research shows that, 
like informal learning, self-directed learning (SDL) is often naturally occurring within the 
teaching profession (Avalos, 2011; Mushayikwa & Lubben, 2009; Wagner, 2011). It has 
been reported to increase motivation, job satisfaction, and perceived control and 
confidence of teachers in their professional learning (Beatty, 2000; Slavit & McDuffie, 
2013). Self-directed learning theory is an examination of how and why adults learn on 
their own; further, it requires a degree of self-efficacy. Houle’s (1961) studies of adult 
learners, Tough’s (1971) studies of learning projects that were self planned, and 
Knowles’s (1975) idea of andragogy and what differentiates adult learners from younger 
learners are where the theory derives from. It is a learner-centered theory rather than 
instructor-centered, and it creates the ultimate educational expression of education 
democracy and capital ideology. 
Access to relevant professional development is one of the key components to 
increase teacher support and retention (Billingsley, 2004). Within education, self-directed 
learning is a form of professional development that has been used to develop teachers in 
the areas of mathematics (Slavit & McDuffie, 2013), and science (Capps et al., 2012), 
elementary education (Wagner, 2011), and to support the integration of educational 




actually written for teachers and supports them in supporting their students to become 
more self-directed. This model is attractive because of the parallel process that Grow 
outlines; a process that is very aligned to Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proximal 
development and of the teacher gradually releasing responsibility and control to the 
student. It can easily be applied to developing a teacher’s practice as well. It is 
developmental in nature, similar to Drago-Severson’s Four Pillars described in a previous 
section and focuses on differentiating instruction to meet the needs of all learners, 
whatever stage they happen to be starting at. 
To sum up, self-directed learning is adult learning theory that is relevant to the 
current issues and trends around teacher retention. SDL provides teachers with voice, 
choice, and opportunity, all conditions that Millennials have identified as critical to the 
workplace and all conditions that the literature on teacher retention surfaced as lacking, 
especially in the high-poverty schools that are experiencing the highest rates of teacher 
attrition. 
Learning from Experience  
Formal, informal, and self-directed learning all appear throughout the literature on 
teacher development. But there is a third theory that is perhaps even more relevant to the 
current issues and trends around teacher retention, and that is Learning from Experience 
(LFE). Learning that occurs in everyday life experiences has long been seen as distinct 
from formal, schooled education (Fenwick, 2000). Dewey’s (1938) work, grounded in 
constructivism, addresses experience as a resource that can be objectified, reified, and 
reflected on (Fenwick, 2000; Yorks & Kasl, 2002). Dewey considered all learning that 
matters a result of experience. He defined experience as an interaction between someone 
and his or her environment, depending on previous experiences to make meaning of new 
ones (Kwong, 2013). Kolb’s (1984) Learning Cycle consisting of Concrete Experience, 




Dewey’s work to the next level by introducing learning as a cycle or process versus an 
outcome. There are a number of other LFE models that are described in the literature, but 
for the purposes of this researcher’s study, the most significant aspect of LFE to home in 
on is reflection. 
Donald Schön (1987), another theorist who built upon Dewey’s work, identified 
two aspects of reflection used throughout organizational learning literature: reflection-in-
action and reflection-on-action. Reflection-in-action is defined as a practitioner’s ability 
to reflect while a situation is happening to more deeply understand the series of events 
and what they can do to better the situation. Reflection-on-action is defined as a 
practitioner’s ability to process a situation after it happens to learn from what worked and 
what needs to be different next time. Teachers frequently call upon both types. They 
reflect-in-action during lessons as they shift their plan based on student understanding in 
real time. Reflection-in-action often presents as formative assessment in the classroom. 
According to assessment scholar Dylan Wiliam (2011), an assessment of a student is 
formative if it shapes that student’s learning. Assessments are formative, then, if the 
information a teacher gleans from them is used to change her plan in real time. Thus, 
formative assessment exemplifies reflection-in-action because it is data the teacher 
collects while she is teaching so that she can course correct as the student learning is 
happening. Teachers reflect-on-action when they are debriefing a lesson with a coach or 
supervisor, and through a dialogue they assess what instruction worked for the students 
and what did not. Both reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action are proven best 
practices for teacher development and align to Drago-Severson’s four pillars of adult 
learning in myriad ways. 
Summary: Adult Learning Theory 
In conclusion, formal and informal learning, self-directed learning, and learning 




noted earlier, there is a gap in the research about how teachers understand the process by 
which they learn and develop to exercise leadership (Kwong, 2013). If the purpose of 
schools is to create life-long learners, then the adults in the schools should be transparent 
about engaging in and modeling life-long learning. Adult development is leadership 
development (Drago-Severson, 2004). For teachers to truly understand their own 
development as professionals and as leaders, the space and time for reflection are 
paramount as with reflection comes self-awareness and with self-awareness comes the 
capacity to address mindset and thus efficacy (Bandura, 1997; Dweck, 2006). 
Chapter Summary: The Link Between Teacher Retention and Adult Learning 
This review presented the current literature on two topics: issues and trends in 
teacher retention and adult learning theory as it relates to teacher retention. Under the 
umbrella of issues and trends in teacher retention, I discussed the role of positive school 
culture, the role of developing teachers as leaders, and the issues around retention that are 
specific to teachers in high-poverty schools (both traditional public schools and charter 
schools). I then discussed the relevant adult learning theory literature, focusing on formal 
and informal, self-directed learning, and learning from experience. The theorists most 
applicable to my study are Drago-Severson via her Four Pillars of Adult Learning, Grow 
through his Staged Self-Directed Learning Model, and Schön’s reflection-in- and on-
action. These three theoretical lenses all require a positive culture and good holding 
environment to effectively support and stretch educators. As mentioned in Chapter I, 
research shows that Millennials want to have a voice, to contribute ideas, direction, and a 
more active role in the management and execution of their work as individuals or in a 
small group (Feldman et al., 2019) and the schools I study here employ 275 Millennials 
out of a staff of 340. Furthermore, schools that provide teachers with autonomy and input 




2016). There is, as of yet, no body of literature related to the pandemic’s impact on 
Millennial job retention. My second research question can begin to address that gap. 
Conceptual Framework 
The conceptual framework developed for this study provides the guide for 
analyzing and reporting findings and to enable the researcher to conduct the analysis, 
interpretation, and synthesis of the findings uncovered (Bloomberg & Volpe 2008). The 
purpose of this study is to explore with 15 millennial educators, in an urban, high-poverty 
charter network, the factors that influenced their decision to stay and progress as teacher 
leaders within the context of a high-attrition environment. My research questions directly 
inform the conceptual framework for this study and are founded on the premise that 
positive culture influences how teachers are developed, which drives teacher retention, 
which then further supports positive school culture. By exploring Millennial teachers’ 
perceptions of their own learning and development, schools might better address the 
Millennial values of voice, choice, and opportunity and thus see an uptick in stayers. 
Following is a graphic depiction of the Conceptual Framework for this study. 
The goal is to retain more teachers in high-poverty schools to better serve the 
nation’s neediest students. I am proposing to look at teacher retention through the lenses 
of developing teachers as leaders and positive school culture as understood from 15 
teachers’ perspectives. This study intends to explore teachers’ perceptions of their 
motivation to stay through culture, learning opportunities, and leadership expectations, in 













Introduction and Overview 
As previously stated in Chapters I and II, this study explores with 15 Millennial 
educators, in an urban, high-poverty charter network, the factors that influence their 
decision to stay and progress within the context of a high-attrition environment. To carry 
out this purpose, the following research questions are addressed: 
1. What motivates participants to stay in the network?  
2. In what ways, if any, has the pandemic contributed to their decision to stay? 
3. What learning do participants perceive is needed to move into leadership 
positions within the charter network? 
4. How do participants describe how they acquired that learning? 
This chapter explains how I examined my research questions through a qualitative 
study. First is a description my research sample, sampling strategy, and research site. 
Then, I present an overview of the Contextual, Perceptual, Demographic, and Theoretical 
Information needed in order to answer the research questions. Next, is the overview of 
my research design, including how the methods I selected work together to address the 
research questions. This is followed by an explanation of the particular data collection 
methods and steps that were taken to carry out each method. A discussion of the strengths 
and weaknesses of each method of data collection I used follows. The next section of this 




trustworthiness in relation to qualitative research are then addressed, as are the 
implications of trustworthiness on my study, and the strategies I utilized to enhance 
trustworthiness. Finally, there is a description of the limitations of the study and how 
these limitations were addressed. The chapter concludes with a summary that ties all 
these elements together. 
As I am interested in the individual experiences of Millennial teachers in urban 
charter schools, a constructivist, qualitative methodology (Maxwell, 2005; Merriam, 
1998; Yin, 2009) most appropriately matches my research questions and study goals. 
Accordingly, I conducted an in-depth qualitative study, including individual teacher 
interviews, a focus group of principals, and a document analysis, in order to understand 
Millennial teachers’ descriptions, understandings, and personal experiences and to extend 
prior knowledge about Millennial teacher development and retention. I elected not to use 
quantitative methods (e.g., surveys, questionnaires) since this methodology would not 
enable me to address the research questions that guide my inquiry as deeply. 
Thus, this study was designed to examine data points that might shed light on 
factors that influence “stayers” to persevere within the context of a high-attrition 
environment. Three data points were collected to assist in identifying what, if any, factors 
exist. The first data set was collected via a semi-structured interview process, wherein I 
conducted individual interviews for 60-90 minutes in duration, with 15 Millennial 
educators who (1) are currently teachers in the network and (2) have been with the 
network for at least three years. The second data set was collected via a 60-minute-long 
focus group with five school principals (four of whom are Millennials) who supervise the 
aforementioned 15 Millennial educators. The third data set was a document analysis. 
These three data sets were triangulated, coded, and analyzed based on the study’s four 





Below is a description of the research sample, sampling strategy and research site. 
Sample criteria: 
a. 15 millennial educators who have worked for 3+ years at the Row Charter 
Network and currently serve in a teacher leader capacity 
b. Principals who have worked at the Row Charter Network for 3+ years and 
supervise the educators in (a) and (b). 
Selection of the Site  
Maxwell (2005) suggests that purposeful selection of a research site can provide 
the researcher with a setting that captures the “representativeness” (p. 89), or typical 
range, of a set of beliefs as well as the heterogeneity, or range of variation of beliefs, 
within a population. 
My site selection was guided by the network’s: (1) Millennial teacher/leader 
retention rates (i.e., how and why Millennial teachers come to and remain at this 
particular school); (2) number of Millennial teachers on staff; and (3) accessibility. I 
received permission from the superintendent of schools and the school principals in 
advance of the study. In an effort to best contribute to the fields of urban education and 
adult learning, by providing “important information that cannot be gotten as well from 
others” (Maxwell, 2005, p. 70), the network I studied: 
• Granted me easy access to the individuals who volunteer to participate in the 
study. 
• Employed a critical mass of Millennials, upwards of 50% of the staff. 
• Retained a subset of Millennials for three or more years. 
• Included sites that teachers have assessed as having positive school culture as 
conveyed in semi-annual Insight Survey data. 
The first criterion—accessibility to volunteers for the study—derived from my own 




education organizations and networks (Darling-Hammond, 1997; Frymier, 1987; Grissen 
et al., 2015). This site was appropriate for my study because I have access to the locations 
(Yin, 2003). I am interested in authenticity and am concerned about the impact the high 
levels of accountability that exist at certain sites, such as clocking in and out, per session 
monies, contractual hours, potential grievances, and the teacher’s union, might have had 
on the research. Perhaps more significantly, I desired to conduct the study at a site that 
welcomes the potential contribution to the field, as opposed to one wanting to stymie the 
work. 
The second criterion—upwards of 50% of the staff being of the Millennial 
generation—came from my desire to study a microcosm of the current state of 
employment across the nation, wherein Millennials comprise the largest cohort and thus 
workforce in American history (Cramer, 2014). By conducting my research in a high-
poverty, urban network of schools employing a high percentage of Millennials, I could 
easily discover what conditions attracted them to this particular site. A recent Gallup 
study of 1,733 public school superintendents found that just 6% of these educational 
leaders strongly agree that their school district understands the needs of Millennials in the 
workplace. This information will be helpful for recruitment and development strategies 
that may translate to higher retention rates in the future (TNTP, 2012). My relationship 
with the Row Charter Network further allowed me to apply my learnings back to the 
organization through evidence-based recommendations that may lead to increased 
retention rates of high-quality employees in the coming years. 
The third criterion—retention of Millennials teachers for three plus years—is 
important because educators are leaving the field of education at rapid rates (Bierly, 
2016; NCTAF, 2012). At many charter networks, for example, teachers stay for an 
average of 1 to 2 years. This churn in school leadership, teachers, and staff is a national 
crisis (Pitzer, 2014; TNTP, 2012). In this particular organization, 50% of the faculty and 




result was that 50% of the employees were new to the organization and many were new 
to their roles as teachers, coaches, and operations staff. The subset of Millennials who 
remained were unicorns. They had experienced something or things that others did not. 
This criterion speaks directly to my research goals: why did/do these Millennials stay? 
What is holding them in this network? 
History of the Site 
The urban charter network I researched, the Row Charter Network, began in 2005 
with one K-8 school in the Northeastern United States, a neighborhood among the 
poorest in the country, with a poverty rate of 40.6% (Crain’s, 2015). The network was 
founded on the belief that parents, regardless of their race or income level, should have 
the power to choose a great public school for their children. It also noted the absence of 
single-sex public schools for underserved and under-resourced communities. Thus, the 
board decided that these schools should be single-sex, feeling that if parents wanted their 
daughters (and later sons) to experience a rigorous, single-gender environment, they 
should have that option. The network’s overall mission is to graduate 8th graders who 
thrive in high-performing public, private, or parochial high schools, and ultimately earn a 
degree from a four-year college or university. By 2017, the network had grown to five 
schools, including one pre-K through 5, two K-4s, and two middle schools. 
Through investigating 15 Millennial educators who are part of the Row Charter 
Network, I studied what positive experiences, supports, and challenges led these 
particular Millennials to remain with the network during a period of tremendous staff 
attrition.  Over the 2016-2017 school year, the network lost 50% of their total staff. Of 
the current 300 employees across roles in this organization, 256 of them are Millennials. 
Of the 256 Millennial employees, 200 of them teach on one of the five campuses that 




Participant Selection  
The Row Charter Network employs 350 people. Some have instructional positions, 
and some have positions on the operations side.  Of the 350, 50 people meet the dual 
criteria of being a Millennial (born between 1980 and 2000) and having worked for this 
network for at least 3 years. From this list of 50, participants who are currently employed 
as teachers were selected on a volunteer basis, per their interest in the study. These 
educators: (a) willingly volunteered to participate in this study, and (b) agreed to 
participate in a one-hour interview. Participants represent a diverse range of teachers, 
both within and across sites (i.e., in terms of role, school site, grade they teach, content 
they teach, gender, race). 
Overview of Information Needed 
This case study was designed to include 15 teachers, born between 1980 and 2000, 
and who have taught for at least three years, half of whom have only taught at the Row 
Charter Network and half of whom came to the network with prior experience. It also 
included a focus group of the five principals who supervise those 15 teachers, and both 
sets of transcripts were triangulated with data collected through a document analysis. The 
research questions used in this study were intended to surface the perceptions that 
Millennial teachers hold regarding their decision to stay and progress within the context 
of a high-attrition environment. Based on the conceptual framework, the information I 
needed to answer my questions fell into three categories: (a) demographic, (b) contextual, 
and (c) perceptual. Each of these categories is described in more detail below. 
Demographic Information 
Demographic data were used to create the research sample. Basic demographic 
information gathered from participants in this study included gender, age range, 




literature on survey methodology, I chose to administer a Demographic Inventory to 
collect background data on participants (Fowler, 1993). They can be of limited value for 
examining complex social relationships or intricate patterns of interaction (Bloomberg & 
Volpe, 2008), which is why I integrated other sources as well. Participants completed the 
simple Demographic Inventory in real time, right before their interview. 
Contextual Information 
Contextual information that I collected with regard to the research setting included: 
• Staff Demographics: total number of instructional vs non-instructional staff, 
total number of millennial teachers vs non-millennial teachers, total number of 
millennial teachers with three plus years of experience vs non-millennial 
teachers with three plus years of experience, total number of teachers who 
came to the network with teaching experience vs teachers who began the 
profession at Row Charter Network. 
• Staff Retention Data for the past five years for instructional staff 
• Information regarding leadership opportunities participants were provided with 
and/or took advantage of, such as teacher leadership positions, labsite teacher 
positions, committee chair positions, program director positions (note: only 
teachers who have received effective ratings are eligible to apply for these 
positions). 
• A breakdown of the network’s high-poverty status: how many students do they 
serve? How many of those students are on free or reduced lunch? 
The data collected helped to contextualize this particular high-poverty and high-attrition 
environment. 
Perceptual Information 
The study’s four research questions, the literature review, and the conceptual 




perceptual information for this study; hence, perceptual data were collected from the 
participant group. The triangulation of the data collected from the teacher interviews, the 
principal focus group, and the document analysis determined what, if any, factors 
influence millennial teachers’ decisions to stay and progress within the context of a high-
attrition environment. Since little information exists on why some teachers choose to stay 
while so many others leave, these data sets served to facilitate the development of initial 
codes (see Appendix H: Coding Legend, which is directly derived from Appendix G: 
Original Conceptual Framework). Participants and the documents provided information 
related to: 
• The influence of positive school culture on adult culture 
• Experiences developing teachers as leaders 
• The influence of the pandemic on teacher retention 
• Teacher retention in high-poverty schools 
• Experiences with formal vs. informal learning  
• Experiential Learning in a high-poverty school setting 
• Self-directed Learning in a high-poverty school setting 
Participants also provided insight into what factors differentiate “stayers” from “leavers” 
in high-attrition school environments. 
Table 3.1 visually represents the demographic, contextual, and perceptual 
information collected for this study. The data collection methods that were employed are 




Table 3.1. Information to be Collected 
 
Information Needed 









● Age range 
● Educational background 
● Certifications held 









   
Contextual 
● Staff Demographics 
● Staff retention data 
● Leadership opportunities provided 
















● What motivates participants to stay 
in the network?  
● In what ways, if any, has the 
pandemic contributed to their 
decision to stay? 
● What learning do participants 
perceive is needed to move into 
leadership positions within the 
charter network? 
● How do participants describe how 















Research Design Overview 
This case study explores urban teachers’ perceptions and understandings of what 
has motivated them to stay in the context of a high-attrition environment. The following 
summarizes the steps that were taken to complete this study.  
As an urban educator, specifically working with high-poverty, hard-to-staff 




educators leave these schools, there is a core group of “stayers.” I looked particularly at 
the Millennials in the teaching force, as that generation is the largest cohort of workers in 
American history and retaining them more effectively could help stem the teacher 
shortage in this country. Once I settled on the topic, I reviewed the current literature 
related to three bodies of research: positive schools culture, developing teachers as 
leaders, and teacher retention, specifically in hard-to-staff schools. Then I had an initial 
conversation with a few key stakeholders at the Row Charter Network to provide an 
overview of the study and identify sample participants. 
The next hurdle to overcome was the proposal hearing, immediately followed by 
IRB approval, which ensured my ability to collect data. Upon IRB approval, I contacted 
potential participants, provided a letter of invitation that explained the purpose of the 
study (Appendix C) and methodologies, and gathered signed consent forms. As I awaited 
the forms, I began a document analysis to code 10-12 foundational Network-level 
documents that I later triangulated with the interview data and the focus group data. After 
the interviews, I coded the interview transcripts and had two colleagues code two 
transcripts for inter-rater reliability. Then, I held the focus group with the five school 
principals. Their schools comprise the Row Charter Network, and their discussion 
provided insight into the teacher interview data. After all three data sources were 









Research Topic Identification: The researcher’s experience as an urban educator 
informed the selection of a research topic related to the millennial teacher retention in 
high-poverty, urban schools.  
Step 2 
 
Literature Review: This pre-data collection stage included a selected examination 
of the work of researchers and scholars in the areas of positive school culture, 
developing teachers as leaders and teacher retention. The selected review of the 
literature is intended to assess the existing bodies of information, and any established 
connections, between the aforementioned areas. 
Step 3 
 
Preliminary Identification of Sample Participants: The researcher met with the 
Managing Director of Talent (MGT) at the Row Charter Network to identify 
potential interviewees. The researcher provided the MGT with an overview of the 
research objectives, anticipated level of involvement, and methodologies used in the 
study. This initial introduction and informal process of identifying potential 
interviewees enabled the researcher to assess the Network’s willingness to participate 
in the study. Additionally, securing the MGT’s commitment to the study will allow 
the data collection to commence immediately following IRB approval. 
Step 4 Proposal Hearing: June, 2020 
Step 5 IRB Approval: July, 2020 
Step 6 
 
Letter of Invitation and Consent Form: Following IRB approval, the researcher 
contacted all potential interviewees by phone to determine their willingness to 
participate. The researcher then disseminated the following documents to all study 
participants: 
● Letter of Invitation: describes the purpose of the research, length of the 
interview, and interview details (location, date, time). 
● Informed Consent Form: explains the purpose of the study, participants’ 
rights, confidentiality, and data collection methods. 
Step 7 
 
Document Analysis: The researcher analyzed and coded 10-12 seminal documents 
published by the Row Charter Network, including the mission, vision, Approach to 
Teaching and Learning, The Professional Development Supports Document, The 
Creed, the application brochure, and the most recent annual reports. 
Step 8 
 
Interviews: In-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 15 teacher 
participants in order to explore their perceptions and understandings of what has 
motivated them to stay in the context of a high attrition environment. They were 
approximately 60 minutes each in duration. 
Step 9 
 
Interview Transcription and Coding: Interviews, were audio recorded, transcribed 




Table 3.2 (continued) 
 
Step 10 Inter-Rater Reliability: The researcher elicited the assistance of two colleagues to 
code two interviews in order to ensure inter-rater reliability. 
Step 11 
 
Focus Groups: The researcher conducted one focus group of five Row Charter 
Network school principals, who were not part of the study sample, but who have 
been with the network for 3+ years. The researcher asked participants two pre-
determined questions. The focus group is was approximately 60 minutes in duration, 
was audio recorded and was transcribed verbatim. 
Step 12 
 
Data Analysis: Data collected from the Document Analysis, interviews and focus 
group were analyzed both individually and collectively. Data gathered from the focus 
group was compared to the interview data and triangulated with the data surfaced 
from the document analysis. All data was coded, analyzed, interpreted, and 
synthesized according to the Conceptual Framework. 
Methods of Data Collection 
In this section, I describe my plans for collecting data in order to answer my four 
research questions. Although, as detailed in Chapter II of this study, a review of selected 
bodies of literature preceded any data collection, that literature is intended to inform this 
study and is not intended to act as the data itself. A case study is defined as a simple 
investigation of a particular phenomenon in an authentic context by depending on myriad 
data points (Robson, 2011). As such, this case study consisted of three methods of data 
collection: individual interviews, a focus group, and a document analysis. 
Document Analysis 
The first strategy I used to collect data for this study is a content analysis of 
specific documents foundational to the existence and purpose of the Row Charter 
Network. This unobtrusive research technique helped me as the researcher to make 
valuable and valid inferences to bridge the content of the document and the context of its 




(meaning they are made of words, not photographs or illustrations). The steps I took to 
engage in this strategy are below in Table 3.3. 
 
Table 3.3. Steps for Data Analysis 
 
1 Read and annotated each document guided by the four research questions that undergird this 
study:  What motivates participants to stay in the network? What competencies do participants 
perceive are needed to move into leadership positions within the charter network? How do 
participants describe how they learned to develop the needed competencies? How do 
participants describe what helps or hinders them in progressing within the charter network? 
2 Categorized the findings so they are mutually exclusive. 
3 Coded the annotations by category. 
4 Analyzed the findings within and across categories. 
5 Compared these findings with the interview and focus group data described below. 
Interviews 
The second data source was individual, semi-structured, qualitative interviews with 
15 Row Charter Network teachers who were born between 1980 and 2000. Each 
individual interview was approximately 60 minutes (for a total of 12-15 hours of in-depth 
interview data). These interviews were conducted via Zoom because of the ongoing 
nature of safety concerns related to the COVID-19 pandemic, and I aimed for 60 minutes 
as a standard duration for interviews, given teachers’ myriad commitments during the 
school day and beyond. I interviewed a sampling of teachers from each of the five sites. 
The adults who participated in the study made time available on one occasion only to 
share their thinking through a video-recorded, open-ended qualitative interview. 
To address my research questions, the interviews explored teachers’ experiences 
with supports and challenges at their respective schools within the Row Charter Network, 
including their attraction to urban education and specifically charter education, and their 
impressions of their school culture (please see Appendix E for Interview Protocol). 




interview questions, probes, and follow-ups to make these foci accessible to participants, 
and to gather data relevant to my research questions (Maxwell, 2005; Rubin & Rubin, 
2005). Each interview was transcribed and coded, following the steps for analysis listed 
above in Table 3.3. The interviews were all transcribed verbatim. 
Focus Group 
The third data point for triangulation was a focus group with the principals of the 
five schools in the network—those supervising the teachers being interviewed above (see 
focus group protocol in Appendix F). In this open-ended group discussion guided by two 
questions that reflect the study’s research questions, the school principals shared and 
corroborated data collected through the teacher interviews above. I utilized the focus 
group to better understand the findings from the document analysis as well. Though this 
group was homogeneous based on position, four of the five principals are Millennials 
themselves. The group is heterogeneous in terms of gender, race, and age.  
The focus group occurred on a web-based platform called zoom, just as the 
interviews did. I facilitated the hour-long discussion by posing question, open-ended 
questions (see Appendix F). Because this study was focused on teacher leaders, the focus 
group transcript and resulting data was used to confirm or disconfirm the teachers’ 
perceptions. I did not feature these transcripts as I did not want to dilute teacher research 
and voice by giving voice to their principals – a group that by its very nature is already 
empowered. Hence, the discussion was transcribed and coded like the interviews but was 
not highlighted in the findings in any way other than to support the teacher voice 
represented in Chapter V. 
As this study was conceived of as a case study, the methods or strategies used to 
collect data were three-fold: a document analysis of a foundational body of documents 
created by the Row Charter Network, 60-minute-long semi-structured interviews with 15 




school principals. Table 3.4 below presents the timeline for all three phases of data 
collection. 
 
Table 3.4. Timeline for Data Collection 
 
Participants DATA POINT A:  
Virtual Zoom 
Interviews: 1 hour  
 
DATA POINT B:   
Virtual Zoom Focus 
Group: 1 hour 
DATA POINT C: 
Document 
Analysis 
15 teachers  
across 5 schools 
July 2020   
 
 
 5 Principals 
across 5 schools 




  July 2020 
Methods for Data Analysis and Synthesis 
Qualitative analysis requires a researcher to interpret her data carefully and 
meticulously, using myriad methods to construct meaning or describe phenomena 
(Denzin & Lincoln, 1998; Merriam, 1998). It is an iterative process, though, that can 
easily become messy and disorganized (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). One way to 
preemptively address the messiness and to circumvent the possibility of repeating data is 
by collecting and analyzing data concurrently (Merriam, 1998). Approaching the data in 
this way necessitates a detection of patterns throughout the data collection process to 
assist the researcher in categorizing and making meaning of information. 
For this study, interview transcripts, document analysis, and a focus group 
transcript were used as the data sources. As a first step in analyzing my data, I read 




those patterns to create categories that cultivated a coding system. Once the data were 
preliminarily coded, I went through again to investigate more deeply and to see what 
other constructs might surface. According to Maxwell (2005), researchers start the 
analytic process upon completing the very first interview and continue that process for 
the duration of the study. Researchers do this by creating a system to code their data that 
lends itself to the development of theoretical concepts. Thus, the data must be properly 
filtered. They must be questioned to surface common patterns, coded to identify these 
patterns, and finally, the coded data are then allocated to the categories of the conceptual 
framework (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). The conceptual framework for this study, 
presented at the conclusion of Chapter II, organized the data collection and provided the 
foundation for the coding scheme (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). The final version of the 
coding scheme appears in the Coding Legend (Appendix H). 
I began the data analysis for this study by reading through the 15 interview 
transcripts to discover citations that related to my research questions. I coded the data 
manually by highlighting and color-coding phrases, statements, and passages that 
addressed my research questions. After all 15 interview transcripts were coded, I created 
a document for each research question and copied and pasted relevant excerpts from the 
transcripts into these as a way to disaggregate the tremendous amount of data contained 
in each transcript. These documents acted as repositories for each research question, 
allowing me to align the data directly to the questions. This system of coding allowed me 
to further disaggregate the data from the interviews. Where the coding process breaks the 
interview down into manageable categories, synthesis calls for putting the pieces back 
together in a new form to create a holistic explanation (Volpe & Bloomberg, 2008). The 
synthesis process ultimately led to the creation of distribution tables wherein participants’ 






After I reviewed and initially coded and organized the interview transcripts, I chose 
a section of one transcript and asked two colleagues to review and code that section as 
well as to establish inter-rater reliability (Miles & Huberman, 1994). I reviewed their 
coding when they were finished and found one colleague to be approximately 90% 
aligned to my own coding work, while the other was 92% aligned. For the few points of 
disagreement, we conferred via Zoom, and I made small adjustments accordingly. 
Additionally, I iterated upon the coding scheme by revising it based on the results of the 
discrepancies between my colleagues’ coding and my own. 
The document analysis and the focus group transcript served as the two additional 
points for triangulation. The documents were subjected to content analysis (Merriam & 
Tisdell, 2015). Careful reading and annotation of the collected documents was followed 
by the categorizing relevant data through a coding system like the one described above. I 
relied on this analysis to corroborate my conclusions. Likewise, the focus group transcript 
was carefully read and annotated. As the focus group was with the principals who 
supervised the teacher leaders I interviewed, I wanted to be very careful about how I was 
using the focus group data. The principals had their own version of the story to tell, but 
this study was not about their experiences. It was about the experiences of the teacher 
leaders and their perceptions of why they stayed. I did not want to muddy the waters by 
inserting the principals’ perceptions as well. Ultimately, I relied on this focus group 
analysis to confirm or deny the data collected through the interviews. 
Throughout the processes of (a) reviewing, coding, sorting and comparing the data 
derived from individual accounts and documents, (b) categorizing and juxtaposing 
themes and groupings of participants, and (c) organizing the analysis in terms of the 
research questions, I would take a pause to reflect on the whole of what I was seeing. 
This helped me make meaning of the findings and begin to understand the story being 




compare what I was learning to findings presented in the literature and allowed me to test 
my own assumptions. By evaluating my own learning against the literature, it became 
clear where this study’s findings confirmed or diverged from what was already known. It 
also led to additional questions and potential areas for future research. 
Literature on Methods 
Constructivist methodology is qualitative in nature and derived through discourse. 
This approach is hermeneutical (interpretative) and dialectical (socratic in nature), 
exploring a variety of constructs, with the aim being “to distill a consensus construction 
that is more informed and sophisticated than any of the predecessor constructions” (Guba 
& Lincoln 1994, p. 111). This research occurs in the field where processes and systems 
can be studied as they authentically function (Marshall & Rossman, 2014). 
Constructivism is not a presumptuous paradigm. It is quite literally about constructing 
knowledge by playing with it, testing it, and trying to figure it out. Thus, upon reviewing 
the literature, it is clear that qualitative methods are customarily used with constructivist 
research. 
This single case study design (Yin, 2009) was utilized to explore questions of 
process and sense-making within and across the five schools I studied. In keeping with 
this design, data hailed from a cross-section of grades and content areas to tease out 
common threads across sites and within individual cases. Because a case study as a 
qualitative research methodology aims to cull detailed, textured descriptions by asking 
“how” and “why” questions as a form of exploration and discovery (Yin, 2009), the 
approach allowed for more robust data for comparison and possible theory building 
(Maxwell, 2005; Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2009). Case study research is most credible when 
the researcher triangulates data through the use of a variety of collection methods (Patton, 




Interview, and Focus Group. Each method comes with benefits and limitations, or 
drawbacks, which are shared next. 
Benefits and Drawbacks of Document Analysis 
Document Analysis, like all qualitative methodologies, has both benefits and 
drawbacks. Documents are very useful for validating insights from other data sources 
(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). Calling upon documents as a data source can be very time-
efficient, as the hunting and gathering process with documents is predicated upon data 
selection as opposed to the more onerous data collection (Bowen, 2009). Generally, 
documents that are part of the public record can be easily accessed. And, because they 
provide broad coverage across time and place, and because they include specific 
references and particulars, engaging in a Document Analysis can ease the tedium of the 
research process (Yin, 1994). Finally, as documents are non-reactive, the researcher 
cannot influence what is being studied (Merriam, 1998). 
The drawbacks of document analysis, however, are twofold: (1) though they can be 
quite detailed, in and of themselves, they are not specific enough to serve as the sole data 
point; and (2) barring public record, they can be very difficult to collect, if they are 
purposely blocked or have been redacted for some reason (Yin, 1994). Addressing a 
research question requires more evidence than documents usually offer, since the creation 
of the document was unlikely for research. 
Benefits and Drawbacks of Interviews 
Qualitative research interviews are frequently used in case studies because they 
tend to garner parallel planes of data: factual data and feeling or meaning data (Kvale & 
Brinkman, 2009; Yin, 2009). In fact, the main purpose of interviews is to gather 
perception data from participants and gain access to their inner lives (Bloomberg & 
Volpe, 2008; Kvale, 1983). Semi-structured interviews, in particular, allow for a more 




interviews a beneficial method through which to understand a subject’s point of view 
(Creswell, 2013; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Marshall & Rossman, 2014). Interviewing 
allows the researcher access to the context of behavior, thus a pathway to understanding 
that behavior (Seidman, 2013). 
The drawbacks to interviews as a method of data collection are: (1) interaction or 
relationship between interviewer and interviewee can inform answers (Bloomberg & 
Volpe, 2008); (2) interviewing is not easy—it requires practice and nuance; and (3) the 
number of interviews is small, paling in comparison to large, quantitative studies, for 
example (Kvale & Brinkman, 2009; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Additionally, according 
to Yin (2013), other limitations include interviewee inaccuracies due to poor memory, 
interviewee shaping answers to be what the interviewer wants to hear, and the influence 
of the day’s events on the interviewee’s state of mind at that moment. 
Benefits and Drawbacks of Focus Groups 
A focus group was the third method of data collection in this study. Focus groups 
offer alternative interpretations to interview findings, while providing a third and critical 
data point for triangulation (Vaughn et al., 1996). And qualitative research requires 
triangulation to prove effective (Creswell, 2003). Focus groups offer myriad benefits to 
qualitative researchers. In this case, I used the focus group of school principals to verify 
the data collected through the teacher interviews. Focus groups are useful as a space to 
facilitate social interaction that can surface values, emotions, and a plurality of 
perspectives. Sometimes, participants in a focus group may be more likely to share 
openly than they would in an individual interview context, where the researcher can 
direct the conversation more easily (George, 2012; Gibbs, 1997). 
The drawbacks of focus groups include the difficulty of transcribing a group 
interaction and not adequately accounting for body language between participants, for 




focus groups rely on self-reported data, and the participants may hold back or exaggerate 
information based on the group’s dynamic (George, 2012). Furthermore, the focus group 
literature raises some concerns about the role of the moderator in terms of a biased 
approach to the data (Morgan 1996). 
All three methods of data collection discussed here have benefits and limitations; 
hence, triangulation of the data was imperative and served as a system of checks and 
balances. 
Ethical Considerations 
My first priority was to treat my participants with professionalism and respect. The 
study’s objective was shared with participants in advance, and the logistics for the 
interviews and focus group were mutually agreed upon. Participation in the study did not 
interrupt their work or impact their work in any way. Further, participation in this study 
did not put participants at risk of harm. In conducting this research, I adhered to the 
research procedures established by Teachers College. This includes having the study 
approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB). These procedures were followed to 
ensure that the rights of my participants were protected. This study involved adults who 
participated voluntarily. No students were included. I used qualitative, semi-structured 
interviews and a focus group to address my research questions and to gather meaningful 
data regarding Millennial teacher retention in high-needs urban schools. 
Potential participants who met the sample criteria were invited to volunteer for this 
study. I sent out a formal invitation along with an informed consent form to a group of 
teachers and a group of principals for signature in advance of the study. This informed 
them of their rights and provided them with the option to withdraw if they so chose at any 
point in the process. It also clarified the benefits and any potential risks of participating in 




and pseudonyms would be used to protect their confidentiality. Participants signed and 
submitted the consent form prior to interviews as the greenlight to proceed. All research-
related materials, files, and documentation have been retained in a password-protected 
computer, and participants will remain anonymous, existing under pseudonyms. 
Issues of Trustworthiness 
In quantitative research, validity and reliability are critical elements, as they set the 
standard for rigor (Creswell, 2013; Creswell & Miller, 2000; Marshall & Rossman, 2014; 
Maxwell, 2012; Miles & Huberman, 1994). Because the constructivist paradigm and 
qualitative research move away from scientific inquiry and toward social 
experimentation, validity and reliability become questionable. In fact, the validity and 
reliability of qualitative research have been broadly criticized. The qualitative researcher 
serves as observer and participant simultaneously. This duality can unintentionally affect 
the research in a variety of ways, from creating tension with or between volunteer 
participants to climbing the ladder of inference in response to what the data show. These 
issues must be recognized by the researcher and reflected upon throughout the research 
process to maintain awareness around trustworthiness and thus attempt to control it. 
It is helpful, then, that the literature offers an alternate set of elements against 
which the trustworthiness of qualitative research can be assessed: credibility, 
transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Leininger, 1994; Lincoln & Guba, 
1985; Rodwell & Byers, 1997; Rubin & Rubin, 2011). Credibility speaks to the accuracy 
of how the participants in the study are portrayed (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). 
Transferability addresses the degree to which the inquiry might transfer across contexts. 
Dependability requires that the researcher document any and all flexibility experienced in 
the research process, as the subjects are human and may present inconsistently. 





Credibility and validity necessitate data triangulation, time invested in the research, 
and prolonged observation to gather a “holistic understanding” of what is surfaced during 
the research process (Mathison, 1988). The issue of subjectivity in qualitative research is 
ongoing, so ensuring credibility is paramount. The literature offers steps that can be taken 
to shore up a study’s credibility: (1) regularly reflecting on assumptions and biases by 
recording thinking in a research journal; (2) utilizing a variety of data points and methods 
for triangulation; (3) transparency regarding outliers or discrepancies in the data; and 
(4) using other researchers as sounding boards by discoursing around field notes and 
engaging in peer review (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 
2001; Patton, 1990).  
According to Maxwell (2005), the objective of a qualitative study is not to ignore 
how a researcher will inform it, but to more deeply understand how a researcher will 
inform it. In this vein, I explored the researcher assumptions that are detailed in Chapter I 
to address my biases as a researcher. These assumptions are then re-examined in Chapter 
VII to ascertain whether or not they held true. I also triangulated transcripts from 
interviews with a focus group transcript and a document analysis to bolster the internal 
validity of my study. To further enhance validity and credibility, I had my peers and my 
advisor provide ongoing feedback that I then integrated into the study. 
Transferability 
Transferability speaks to how a study’s findings can be applied to other contexts or 
subsequent research (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008, Guba & Lincoln, 1998). This is 
challenging in qualitative research because, similar to this study, the participant group is 
small and not necessarily generalizable. The implication is, then, that the responsibility of 
transferability falls more to the researcher who is applying the findings, and not so much 
on the researcher who produced the findings (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). This 




future researchers will need to be able to replicate protocols, processes, and systems to 
test for transferability. In Chapter VII, Conclusions and Recommendations, I cite ways 
that the findings from this study are transferrable across schools and systems.    
Dependability 
The case study methodology is rooted in understanding and explaining the world as 
it is perceived by others. This human-centric research must be somewhat flexible to 
anticipate and account for the unexpected. Dependability provides a channel through 
which to address life’s unpredictability and thus elements of the study that may need to 
change (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). More specifically, dependability refers to data collection 
and analysis process monitoring. For “transparency of method,” as described by Merriam 
in 2008, includes steps such as: (1) use of a data tracker or research journal to capture and 
explain the data as it is collected and analyzed; and (2) employing inter-rater reliability 
by engaging peers to code a selection of the data for comparison (Bloomberg & Volpe, 
2008). Additional steps that the literature suggests taking for dependability are building a 
case study protocol to make the processes, coding schemes, and thinking behind the 
analysis transparent, and/or developing a case study database that houses all information 
that the researcher will use for analysis. For this study, the processes and coding schemes 
utilized are all included in the appendices. The analysis is described in detail in 
Chapter VI, Analysis, Interpretation and Synthesis. 
Confirmability 
Confirmability is the element of trustworthiness in qualitative research that 
presumes that the findings are derived from the research data and not from inferences 
made by the researcher (Bloomberg & Volpe 2008). This requires the researcher to 
practice reflexivity and adhere to the steps of dependability described above (Bloomberg 
& Volpe, 2008; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). For this purpose, I kept an electronic 




addition to potential new ideas and connections derived from the data. This journal 
allowed me to reflect on my thinking in real time and provided the option to go back and 
review my notes as necessary. 
In summary, in qualitative research, issues of trustworthiness are addressed through 
careful application of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. These 
elements are used in case study designs to process-monitor data collection and analysis 
and to ensure the study can be replicated by future researchers. 
Limitations of the Study 
As limitations are part of the research process, this study is limited in certain 
respects. Every effort was made to curb these limitations to the extent possible. This 
study used a qualitative methodology to understand the experience of 15 teachers who 
work for the same small network of schools. An obvious limitation to this study, then, is 
that the findings are only generalizable to this network of schools (Maxwell, 2013). 
Additionally, the sample size, though comparable to many qualitative study sample sizes, 
is itself limited. Furthermore, though the intention was to study a diverse group of 
teachers, this group is anticipated to be fairly homogenous—mostly female and mostly 
White—given who was eligible to participate. The pandemic itself also created some 
limitations in terms of no in-person contact with participants, the ways in which this new 
normal may have impacted the interviews, and the generalized anxiety that is currently 
coloring society. Other limitations fall under the categories of researcher bias, participant 
reactivity, transferability of findings, retrospective recall, and limited interaction with 





My career as an urban educator in high-poverty schools, and my recent role as 
Chief Learning Officer for the network proposed for this study (July 2017-August 2019), 
informs my perspective as a researcher. I have reflected on my biases and noted them 
earlier, in Chapter I. I took care to track my biases and question my assumptions through 
discourse with peers, journaling, and conversations with my advisor. 
Participant Reactivity 
Participant reactivity is a limitation of interaction between the interviewer and 
interviewee. It describes the potential pressure an interviewee may succumb to in an 
effort to answer a question correctly—through exaggeration of detail or purposeful 
omission of information, for example (Lietz & Zayas, 2010, Maxwell, 2005). To manage 
participant reactivity, I audio-recorded each interview and the focus group, with 
participant consent. I also asked interview questions that were clear and directly derived 
from my research questions. 
Transferability of Findings 
This study was designed to provide a microcosmic view of Millennial teacher 
perceptions regarding why they might stay in high-attrition environments. The intention 
is that it might be applicable to urban, high-poverty school districts and networks across 
the country to provide some insight as to how to more effectively stem teacher attrition. I 
attempt to provide what is known as thick, rich descriptions of interviewee responses so 
others may easily determine whether or not the findings are applicable to their particular 
context. 
Retrospective Recall 
This study was designed to explore and explain the factors that influence a small 
group of Millennial teachers’ decision to stay and progress within the context of a high 




many of their colleagues have done. The interview questions required participants to 
recall specific adult learning opportunities, supports, challenges, and experiences they 
had as members of the Row Charter Network community. I acknowledge that findings 
are dependent upon the interviewees’ memories of and current perceptions of past 
experiences. In an effort to directly address this issue, I asked participants to come to the 
interview having generated some relevant experiences in advance, so they were not taken 
by surprise. I additionally provided the interview questions in advance to demystify the 
interview process and to recognize that teachers often appreciate the opportunity to 
prepare intellectually for an interaction. 
Limited Interaction with Participants 
I conducted semi-structured interviews with each participant to gather their 
understanding and perceptions of why they have chosen to stay in a high-attrition 
environment. Although these 60-minute interviews yielded useful information, I 
recognize that this information was culled from one interaction with each participant and 
compared to one 60-minute focus group of their supervisors. 
Chapter Summary 
The purpose of this chapter was to present the methodology I employed for this 
single case study. The qualitative research for this study was triangulated through a 
document analysis, interviews with 15 millennial teachers who work for the same urban, 
high-poverty network of schools, and a focus group of their supervisors. In conducting 
this research, I adhered to the research procedures established by Teachers College, 
including but not limited to Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval. This chapter 
described the set of elements against which the trustworthiness of qualitative research can 




section of this chapter addressed the limitations of the study by examining them through 
the categories of researcher bias, participant reactivity, transferability of findings, 






The purpose of this study was to explore with 15 Millennial educators, in an urban, 
high-poverty charter network, the factors that influenced their decision to stay and 
progress as leaders within the context of a high-attrition environment. To carry out this 
purpose, it was important to draw from the literature an understanding of the relationship 
between school culture and what and how teachers learn as they develop into leaders. 
This chapter presents a description of the setting in which the study took place. The 
objective of this chapter is to describe contextual information that has been obtained from 
a review of documents (document analysis) in the school’s records and in public 
information. According to Kurt Lewin (1936), Behavior is a Function of the Interaction 
between Person + Environment. And so, environment (particularly those within the 
environment) can affect how teachers behave, including whether they stay or leave. 
To examine the experiences of the 15 participating Millennial teachers, it was 
important to explore the context in which their learning took place. It was intended that 
this exploration would highlight the factors that influenced how the participants 
constructed meaning from their learning situations. The research setting was chosen 
because it is a high-poverty, urban charter network of schools that has been able to retain 
a small group of Millennial teachers for at least three years in an otherwise high-attrition 
environment. In addition, I had ready access to this institution, which made it a most 




background, the scope of the school’s operations, the organizational structure, the 
locations of district and schools in the network, information on the facilities, the number 
of faculty (teachers), the student population, and the ratio of teachers/instructors vs. 
students/participants. 
Historical Background 
As introduced in Chapter I, Row Charter Network (pseudonym) represents a small 
network of high-poverty charter schools in the located in the Northeast. Started by three 
board members in 2005 as a single small elementary school, and serving fewer that 100 
students, it was founded on the belief that parents, regardless of their race or income 
level, should have the power to choose a great public school for their children. In 2009, 
the charter management organization (CMO), Row Charter Network, was established to 
support the flagship school, its replication school, housed across town, and any future 
public schools it would open. By 2018, the network was comprised of five campuses, two 
of which were elementary schools, two of which were middle schools and one of which 
was a pre-kindergarten-grade 8 school. By September 2019, the network was serving 
2,000 students, almost exclusively low-income, African-American and Hispanic. In 
September of 2020, they plan to add an additional elementary school. 
Like other networks, Row Charter Network is determined to put students on a path 
to college completion. Initial success has been measured by 90% of the inaugural class of 
8th grade students who graduated in 2013, matriculated to college in 2017-2018, with 
100% persisting to their sophomore year. Additionally, data show that 91% of the 8th 
grade class that graded in 2014 matriculated to college. More than 20 families submit 
applications for each open seat. Because of the overwhelming need and still unmet 




neighborhoods these schools serve, Row Charter Network has made the strategic decision 
to concentrate all of its future growth in these particular neighborhoods. 
Scope of School Operations 
These schools are open enrollment, can only be entered via a random lottery, and 
welcome students with diverse needs, including English Language Learners and students 
with disabilities. Like many urban charter schools, these schools are co-located with 
traditional district schools in specific high-poverty neighborhoods in the Northeast; 
however, one school does have its own building. Each of the schools contributes 15% of 
their budget to the CMO, and in turn, the CMO provides school support. This support is 
three-pronged: academic, operational, and human resources. The model at this particular 
charter organization is that the CMO runs the schools. The Chief Executive Officer leads 
the three teams described below. A Board of Trustees made up of ten sitting members are 
the ultimate deciders, however. 
Academic Team 
Academics at the Row Charter Network include the broad categories of curriculum, 
instruction, assessment, students with disabilities, English language learners, school 
culture, adult learning, and leadership development. The Academic Team leads this work 
under the Superintendent of Schools. The make-up of the team has shifted over the years. 
As of the 2019-2020 school year, it was comprised of a Superintendent, an Assistant 
Superintendent, a Director of Humanities, a Director of STEM, a Director of Culture, a 
Director of Student Support, and seven instructional coaches. This team is responsible for 





Operations at the Row Charter Network includes the broad categories of facilities, 
ordering, fundraising, hospitality, and public relations. The Operations Team leads this 
work under the guidance of the Chief Operating Officer. The make-up of this team has 
also shifted over the years. As of the 2019-2020 school year, it was comprised of a 
Managing Director of Operations, a Director of Finance, a Director of Community 
Engagement, a Director of External Relations and Development, a Director of Data and 
Technology, and seven project managers. This team is responsible for keeping the 
schools running from an operational perspective, with consistent systems and structures 
being used across schools. 
Human Resources 
Human Resources has historically lived under Operations at the Row Charter 
Network; however, that will be changing as of the 2020-2021 school year. Human 
Resources oversees staff recruitment and hiring of school leaders, specifically, payroll, 
benefits, swag, grievances, and mediations. The make-up of this team includes a 
Managing Director of Talent, a Director of Staff Recruitment, two Staff Recruitment 
Managers, an Assistant Director of Human Resources, and a Talent Operations Associate. 
This team is responsible for staff onboarding and staff satisfaction from an operational 
perspective. 










Number of District and Local Leaders 
Given that the Network (CMO) runs the schools, it is what might be considered 
“top heavy,” with the three teams described above totaling approximately 35 (including 
temporary and part time staff). At the school level, leadership includes a Principal, one to 
three Academic Directors (AD), a Director of Operations (DOO), and a Director of 
Student and Family Affairs (DSFA) or a Dean of Culture. That group of four to six 
individuals comprises the School Leadership Team (SLT). Additionally, at the school 
level, there sits a group called the Instructional Leadership Team (ILT), which includes 
the Principal, the AD(s), the Special Education Liaison, and several Teacher Leaders. The 
SLT and the ILT are the decision-making bodies at the schools, but ultimately the 
Network serves as the final say. This can feel disempowering to school-based leadership 
and has caused tension between the CMO and the schools. Figure 4.2 presents an 
example of a Row School organizational chart. 
Organizational Structure 
Administration: Above the three teams described above sits a Board of Trustees for 
the Row Charter Network comprised of 15 members. The Board is responsible for: 
• approving a performance-driven management services agreement with Row 
Charter Network 
• evaluating the Network’s performance against academic, operational, and 
financial performance goals set forth in a performance-driven management 
services agreement 
• monitoring The Network’s academic, operational, and financial performance as 
an Educational Corporation and the performance of each charter within the 
Network against established academic and non-academic goals in approved 











• approving annual organizational budgets and significant adjustments thereto, 
regularly monitoring organizational financial status, and ensuring 
organizational financial stability and transparency 
• participating in fundraising and resource development 
• approving all school operating policies 
• participating in the Network’s annual evaluations of individual school leaders 
• providing input and recommendations on school or site-specific needs, issues, 
or challenges. 
Underneath the Board sits the CEO. S/he supervises the COO (the Operations Team), the 
Chief of Staff (the Human Resources Team), and the Superintendent (the Academic 
Team). 
Faculty: The Row Charter Network prides itself on going to great lengths to recruit 
and retain excellent teachers. Candidates submit detailed applications, are interviewed at 
least twice, are observed teaching a model lesson, and are fingerprinted by the city. Per 
the Network’s Family Handbook, only the highest caliber candidates are offered jobs at 
the school. In compliance with the Freedom of Information Law (FOIL), families have 
the right to request information regarding the professional qualifications of their child’s 
classroom teachers, including information regarding certification and academic degrees. 
At the time of the study, Row Charter Network had 350 full-time employees. Of 
those, 220 were employed as teachers. The Network offered what they referred to as 
competitive salaries and compensation packages for all of its instructional staff members 
(Pre-K/K-8). Salaries are based on prior teaching experience, academic degrees, and state 
teaching certification status. The Network provides benefits in terms of healthcare, 
professional development, and wellness, but it does not offer pensions or retirement. For 
the purposes of this study, experience 3 years and beyond are the salaries that speak to 
the interviewees. These teachers are not unionized, and they are not tenured, meaning 




Table 4.1. The Instructional Salary Scale for the Row Charter Network 
 
Mission Statement: Row Charter Network’s mission statement advocates for a 
culture of rigor and joy. It is grounded in a commitment to equity and access that is 
forward thinking and dedicated to supporting students to and through college. Figure 4.3 













The purpose of this study was to explore with 15 Millennial educators, in an urban, 
high-poverty charter network, the factors that influenced their decision to stay and 
progress as leaders within the context of a high-attrition environment. This chapter will 
provide a discussion of the four key findings that emerged from the participants’ 
responses to the research questions. Supporting comments from focus group participants 
have been embedded in the chapter next to the corresponding comments from the 
interviewees to reinforce the research findings, as noted in Chapter III. I first examine the 
intrinsic and extrinsic factors that motivate participants to stay in the network. I then 
examine how the COVID-19 has and has not contributed to their decision to stay for the 
2020-2021 school year. Finally, I examine the learning participants perceive is needed to 
move into leadership positions within the charter network and how they describe 
acquiring that learning. 
The four major findings uncovered through the data collected in this study are as 
follows: 
1. A strong majority of participants (73%) indicated they were motivated to stay 
in a high-attrition environment by the fact they liked and respected their 
colleagues; while an equal number (73%) cited the positive school culture as a 




2. A slight majority of participants (53%) indicated that the Covid-19 pandemic 
fosters school innovation. 
3. A majority of participants (67%) indicated they needed to know how to 
develop capacity for learning and leading; while 53% of participants cited the 
ability to create support systems and structures. 
4. A strong majority of participants (73%) described that they learned largely in 
informal ways by dialoguing with others and through observation. 
Participant Profiles  
In a qualitative study such as this, it is useful to provide additional context as a 
backdrop to the findings that the data surfaced. For this reason, I am presenting 
participant profiles of each person interviewed for this study. Some basic demographic 
data are presented along with the “story” that each one conveyed during the interview. By 
“story,” I mean the important themes that arose during the interview, such as how they 
came to teach at the charter network, what their certification pathways were, and what 
they shared about their prior teaching experiences. Overall, I tried to capture and present 
the gist of what each participant was saying. The profiles are categorized according to the 
participants’ career intentions. Some participants always knew they wanted to teach, 
some participants actively did not want to go into teaching, and others still fell into 
teaching as a happy accident of sorts. As all 15 participants were born between 1980 and 
2000, have taught for at least three years, and have taken on leadership roles in the 
network, it is worthwhile to peruse this context, given that their initial intention to 




Category 1: “I was born to teach.” 
Jessica. Jessica is White, newly married, and has always gravitated toward helping 
people. Jessica specifically chose to pursue an undergraduate degree at a college with a 
strong education program, and upon graduating, she immediately went into a master’s 
program for teaching. She began her teaching career in a public elementary school in a 
large Northeastern suburb. As a new teacher, she was immediately assigned a mentor (a 
more veteran teacher) and described the mentoring program as foundational to her 
development as a novice teacher. She ended up relocating to the urban center where the 
Row Charter Network is located to be closer to the man she recently married. Though she 
held a master’s and a teaching certification from another state, she found the process of 
reciprocity (granting certification in the new state) to be overwhelming. Ultimately, she 
decided to apply for teaching positions in charter schools where state certification was 
not mandatory, as opposed to the district public schools, where the certification process 
was so daunting. She is currently in her fifth year teaching for the Row Charter Network 
and her seventh year of teaching. Jessica has been in a teacher leader role for four years. 
Ashley. Ashley is a single, White woman who had wanted to be a teacher since she 
was a child. She, like Jessica, only looked at colleges that offered education degrees. And 
she, like Jessica, also entered a master’s program in teaching immediately upon 
graduating from undergrad. Ashley, however, began her teaching career at the Row 
Charter Network—it is the only teaching position she has held up to this point. Ashley 
was able to secure a position with the network as a teaching “fellow” while she was still 
in her master’s program, meaning she received a stipend to assist the lead teacher as she 
learned and developed her own teaching craft. Once she graduated from her master’s 
program, she was offered a full teaching position with the Row Charter Network and is in 
her fourth year of teaching there. Ashley was in a teacher leader role for three years at 





Sarah. Sarah is also a single, White woman who could not remember a time she 
did not want to be a teacher—she referred to teaching as a lifelong passion. She came 
from a family of teachers and spoke very fondly of her own elementary school 
experience, citing specific teachers that had inspired her as a child. Sarah chose a college 
that allowed her to graduate with a bachelor’s degree and a teaching certification. Though 
she had friends who immediately went on to pursue a master’s in teaching, she could not 
wait to have a classroom of her own and so went on the job market immediately. She 
landed her first teaching position in a small private school in a Northeastern suburb. After 
two years there, she decided she wanted to teach a more diverse student demographic and 
so moved on to a position in an urban charter school. At the charter school, she found 
herself questioning their behavior management systems. She felt that the “no excuses” 
approach to discipline was misaligned with her philosophy of education and so began 
looking for a position with a school that took more of a whole child approach. She found 
the community feeling she was searching for at the Row Charter Network and moved to 
the urban center where it is located to teach there. This is her seventh year of teaching 
and her fourth year with the Network. Sarah was in a teacher leader role for three years at 
Row. Funding for her role was cut for this year because of the budgetary implications of 
COVID-19. 
Jennifer. Like Jessica, Jennifer is White, newly married, and has always gravitated 
toward caring for others. She refers to herself as “bossy” and a “control freak” and shared 
that her first teaching experience was at the age of 8, when she volunteered to assistant 
teach in her church’s Sunday School. She considers teaching to be a calling. Like the 
other participants above, Jennifer chose her college because of its education certification 
program and went on to get her master’s right away. Upon graduating, Jennifer cast a 
wide net applying for many teaching jobs. She did not discern between charter schools or 
public schools and had the credentials for either. The Row Charter Network offered her a 




Jennifer, who was nervous about getting a job during a recession, it felt like a “sure 
thing.” She took the position because it felt safe in terms of job security, and because it 
would give her valuable teaching experience in an “inner city school with a difficult age 
group.” She is in her sixth year of teaching and with the Row Charter Network. Jennifer 
has held a teacher leader role for the past four years. Funding for her role was cut for this 
year because of the budgetary implications of COVID-19. 
Emily. Emily is a single, White woman who spent her childhood helping to care 
for her sister, who is disabled. As she attended her sister’s various therapies, she watched 
strong, positive relationships develop between her family and her sister’s teachers. Emily 
never considered a career other than teaching. She dreamed of having an impact on 
students and families similar to the impact her sister’s teachers had on her and her family. 
Emily only applied to colleges with education programs. She received two teaching 
certifications from her undergraduate experience and immediately got her master’s along 
with a third certification. She plans to continue accruing certifications as well. Emily took 
a position as a teaching assistant right after college, in her suburban, Northeastern home 
district. She stayed at that public school for three years. A family friend who worked at 
the Row Charter Network began recruiting Emily to apply for a position there. She 
interviewed and liked the principal very much. She stated that the interaction with the 
principal was what compelled her to accept the job offer. Emily is in her ninth year of 
teaching and her seventh at the Row Charter Network. She has held a teacher leader role 
at Row for the past four years. 
Stephanie. Stephanie is a single, White woman who felt that, given her talent with 
words, language, and speaking, teaching was the most sensible career path she could 
imagine for herself. Though she was passionate about writing and journalism, teaching 
was what she continually came back to as she decided what she wanted to be when she 
grew up. When applying for college, she sought out schools with strong education 




founded by education reformer Horace Mann. Though she was raised in what she referred 
to as a “progressive, White, middle class suburb,” the college was located in a very rural 
area of the same Northeastern state and harbored conservative values and beliefs. While 
in that college, Stephanie student-taught in an urban charter school close by and fell in 
love with it. She realized she wanted to teach where there was great need. So she applied 
to Teach for America and was sent to the Midwest to teach for two years. When she 
decided to pursue her master’s degree, she moved back to the Northeast and took a 
position at a small, urban public school for a year while she got her certifications sorted 
in a new state. The bureaucracy made getting that state certification very frustrating, and 
so she ended up deciding to go charter. That is what led her to the Row Charter Network. 
Stephanie is in her seventh year of teaching. This is her fourth year at the Row Charter 
Network. She was a teacher leader at Row last school year and was asked to step down 
for this year. 
Lauren. Lauren is a single, White woman who felt inspired by teachers from an 
early age. As she got older, she got more serious about teaching as a calling. She 
considers herself “a lifelong learner” and always loved school and being with children. 
Lauren paid her own way to college and was forced to take a leave after her sophomore 
year because of lack of funding. After a year of working and reapplying for scholarships, 
she received a full ride to a state school in the Northeast. She feels that that experience of 
not having an income and struggling financially contributed to her desire to work in low-
income areas. Lauren graduated from college with her teaching certification and planned 
to begin her career as a substitute teacher. A friend, however, recruited her to come to the 
Row Charter Network. She was wary of charter schools and had preconceived ideas 
about the Network based on what she had read about the larger charter organizations, 
specifically regarding struggling readers and a general lack of support for students with 
disabilities. After researching the Row Charter Network, though, she felt comfortable to 




Charter Network is the only place Lauren has ever taught. This is her sixth year there. 
Lauren has held a teacher leader role for two years. 
Category 2: “I never wanted to be a teacher.” 
Amanda. Amanda is a White, married woman with a young child. She describes 
herself as someone who never wanted to be a teacher. She was a performing artist and 
just viewed teaching as a potential fallback gig if she was unable to pursue her art. But in 
college, her arts major required her to take some credits in education, and she became 
interested in how creative arts education could be. It inspired her to reflect on her own 
arts education as a child, and she remembered having excellent teachers and being 
engaged as a student in those courses. She attributes her pathway into teaching to one 
particular college professor that really impressed upon her the need for high-quality 
performing arts teachers in schools K-12. Amanda graduated from a college in the 
Midwest with her teaching certification. She and her then boyfriend (now husband) 
relocated to the Northeast. She was able to land a teaching position in a district public 
school and taught there for two years before pursuing her master’s degree full time. Upon 
graduating, she took a job at a charter school. She realized after her experience in the 
district school that she disliked being part of a teacher’s union and so exclusively sought 
out positions in charter. She stayed at that charter for four years to shape a brand-new arts 
program for them. After a time, that school began to struggle financially and culturally. 
Amanda came across a posting at the Row Charter Network, interviewed, and was 
offered a position. Amanda is in her eleventh year as a teacher, and in her seventh year at 
the Row Charter Network. Amanda has held a teacher leader role for the past four years. 
Funding for her role was cut for this year because of the budgetary implications of 
COVID-19. 
Samantha. Samantha is a single, White woman, and she did not grow up thinking 




for school supplies” as a child. She actually disliked working with children as an 
adolescent. Growing up in an affluent suburb in the Northeast, she felt that working as a 
camp counselor was almost a requirement in high school, so as an older teenager, she 
began to work at summer camps. She was given a few “teaching opportunities” in the 
camp environment that somewhat piqued her interest. Then a friend of hers who was a 
few years her senior shared that she was majoring in elementary education. For 
Samantha, who had never considered teaching as a career path, this proved to be an aha 
moment. As she applied to colleges, she took an inventory of her likes and interests and 
realized for the first time that majoring in education would be “a sensible decision.” She 
continued to explore opportunities to work with children and ultimately fell in love with 
childhood psychology. Upon graduating from college in a Northeastern college town with 
a teaching certification, she immediately entered a master’s in teaching program in a 
densely populated urban area. During her last semester, she, along with Ashley (see 
category 1), landed a position as a “fellow,” or assistant teacher, for the Row Charter 
Network. Samantha is in her fifth year of teaching at the Row Charter Network and her 
fourth year as a lead teacher there. 
Elizabeth. Elizabeth is a recently married, White woman, who like Amanda 
(above) started her career as a performing artist. Her particular interest was to “create a 
space where audiences were moved and where the stories were relevant and reflected and 
preserved the times that we are living in now.” After college, she spent several years 
trying to establish herself in the arts; she pivoted and decided that she could create a 
similar space in the classroom as a teacher. Her wife encouraged her to take some time 
off to explore this idea and to research opportunities. Having no teaching experience or 
certifications, Elizabeth began to substitute teach for the Row Charter Network. She 
knew she did not want to work with affluent students and connected with the Row 
students immediately. Within days, she was offered a full-time teaching position. Once 




completed it with her first year of teaching. She has remained at the Row Charter 
Network and is in her fourth year as a teacher. Elizabeth was in a teacher leader role for 
one year. Funding for her role was cut for this year because of the budgetary implications 
of COVID-19. 
Nicole. Nicole is a single, Black woman who never wanted to be a teacher. Her 
dream was to be a doctor. She graduated with degrees in biology and psychology but 
could not afford medical school. While in her master’s program, she had the opportunity 
to make some school visits as part of her coursework. These urban schools clearly 
illustrated for her the disparity between children with means and children without. She 
described two classrooms across the hall from one another—one was a Gifted and 
Talented room, comprised of predominantly White students, the other a mainstream 
room, made up of children of color. Because of that experience, Nicole decided to pursue 
a career in social justice through the courts. After a time, she became interested in what 
supports were available to high-risk youth prior to involvement in the court system. She 
wanted to be part of the solution sooner, to help prevent teens from entering “the 
system.” So, Nicole entered a city-wide teaching fellow program and was placed in a 
high-poverty district school. As she finished her program, her school, which was a failing 
school, was being phased out. As she was looking for a new job, she discovered the Row 
Charter Network. Nicole took a tour, had an interview, and was offered a position 
quickly. Nicole is in her ninth year of teaching. She is in her seventh year at the Row 
Charter Network. Nicole took on a teacher leader role for three years and chose to step 
down from it this year to pursue teaching a new content area. 
Megan. Megan is a single, Black woman who had absolutely no interest in 
pursuing a career in education. She had watched the trials and tribulations of her 
grandmother (a principal) and other family members (teachers) and knew she did not 
want to follow in their footsteps. Megan stated, “I saw what my grandmother went 




Megan shared that she felt the work was too hard. The hours were too long. The 
compensation was too poor. Megan attended a small, diverse, but affluent liberal arts 
college in the Northeast, majoring in a performing art and sociology. While there, she 
became very interested in racial and class-based inequity and made a conscious choice to 
fight for equality. She had a good friend who was active in an equity-in-education 
program, so she joined as well. Megan now feels that she was destined to be an educator, 
particularly since she fought against it from a young age. She feels strongly about using 
her work and her own education to help eradicate systemic “isms.” A few years ago, 
another friend referred Megan to the Row Charter Network. This is Megan’s sixth year 
teaching and her third at the Row Charter Network, as well as her second year as a 
teacher leader. 
Category 3: “I fell into teaching.” 
Mike. Mike is a single, Black man who, like Nicole, had planned to pursue a career 
in medicine, but was interested in keeping his options open for health reasons. He 
graduated from a historically Black college in the South, with a degree in neuroscience 
and, like many Millennials, was not sure what he wanted to do next, so he moved back 
home, also in the South. He began to work odd jobs to make ends meet until, out of the 
blue, a friend of his suggested he consider teaching. For Mike, it felt like a lightbulb went 
off. He did some research and discovered that without a teaching certification or a 
master’s degree, charter schools were his best option, and most of the charter schools 
advertising openings happened to be in the urban centers of the Northeast. Mike 
submitted an application, was called immediately, and went North to interview. After 
many complications, he was hired and relocated from the South to the Northeast. Mike 
was first in his family to go to college and first in his family to live above the poverty 
line. Though he had planned to be a doctor, he feels proud of becoming a teacher. The 




his eighth year of teaching and his fourth at the Row Charter Network. Mike was a 
teacher leader for Row for two years. He was asked to step down for this year. 
Chris. Chris is a single, Black man who shared at the very outset of our time 
together that “to be honest, I didn’t grow up saying I wanted to be a teacher. Um, I more 
so fell into it. I want to call it like my plan C, um, I plan A was to be a professional 
athlete. My Plan B was to be a college athletic coach.” Like Mike, Chris felt lost post-
college, moved back home to his urban, Northeast neighborhood, and cobbled together 
some hourly jobs so he could pay his rent. Chris knew that he would want a family 
someday, so did not want to launch a career that would force him to work “crazy hours.” 
In particular, he did not want to be an absentee husband or father when that time came. 
While Chris was working one of these hourly jobs, a client took note of his strong work 
ethic and asked if he would be interested in teaching. This client’s school was looking for 
a teacher, and Chris had the right qualifications, so he decided to look into it. Chris felt 
that teaching at the K-12 level would be less demanding that working in higher 
education. He was searching for a certain work/life balance that teaching in this context 
might afford him, so once he was offered the position, he accepted it immediately. The 
position was with the Row Charter Network, and he has been there ever since. Chris is 
currently in his fourth year of teaching. This is his third year as a teacher leader at Row. 
Brittany. Brittany is a married, Latinx woman who shared that she went to college 
not really knowing what she wanted to do and did not want to make a specific choice 
until she had some experience to base that choice on. She grew up in a Northeastern 
suburb, just outside of a major urban center, and went to a liberal arts college to keep her 
options open. She, like several of the other study participants, ended up choosing to 
major in psychology. As part of her major, she was involved in a project wherein she had 
to go into an urban school setting, close to where the Row Charter Network is located, to 
observe teachers. As she sat in that classroom and watched those teachers work with their 




wanted to feel the way those teachers felt; she wanted to “change students for the better.” 
She graduated with a psychology major, landed a teaching job in a suburban setting, and 
pursued her master’s in education at night. Once she received her master’s, she began 
applying for positions in urban schools because she wanted to be at “a school that needed 
help, wanted a teacher who is willing to make a change in the school.” She was offered a 
position in an urban school where she worked until she and her then boyfriend, now 
husband, relocated to another urban area. For her third teaching position, she applied to 
the Row Charter Network and was offered a position. Brittany is in her sixth year of 
teaching and her fourth at the Row Charter Network. This is her third year as a teacher 
leader. 
Summary of Participant Profiles 
Writing up these brief profiles surfaced the three categories of “born to teach,” 
“never wanted to teach,” and “fell into teaching.” It is interesting to note that, though this 
study is not about the demographics of teachers who stay, the seven who felt they were 
“born to teach” are all White women from Northeastern suburbs. It is notable, given that 
the study focuses on teachers in high-poverty schools that serve Black and Brown 
students. Additionally, for 12 of the 15 participants, the pathway to teaching was a 
traditional one, meaning these teachers went from undergraduate to graduate school 
directly to become fully certified teachers. The other three engaged in alternative 
pathways to certification. Finally, from the profiles, it is clear that COVID-19 affected 
the budget for teacher leader roles across the Row Charter Network, and for the 2020-21 
school year, certain types of teacher leadership was privileged as a line item, while other 
types of teacher leadership were redlined. Though not within the scope of this study, this 
redlining deserves attention, as it negatively impacts the annual salaries of these teachers. 
It is not yet clear how the decrease is salary and status will inform retention long term. 





A strong majority of participants (73%) indicated they were motivated to stay in a 
high attrition environment by the fact they liked and respected their colleagues; while an 
equal number (73%) cited the positive school culture as a contributing factor to their 
remaining in the system. 
Teacher leaders were asked to describe what has kept them at the Row Charter 
Network and what has been challenging about it. In order to ensure collection of the 
richest descriptions related to their perceptions of why they have stayed, participants 
were asked to share the kind of experiences they were looking for in a school as they 
went through the hiring process. They were also asked to reflect on and describe the kind 
of adult culture they were seeking out. A strong majority of participants (73%) identified 
liking and respecting their colleagues as a motivation to stay; however, just as many 
identified positive school culture as the main reason why they return to this high-attrition 
environment year after year. See Appendix J: Frequency Tables for Findings for a 
complete list of all motivating factors. 
 




A strong majority of participants (73%) indicated they were motivated to stay in a high attrition 
environment by the fact they liked and respected their colleagues; while an equal number (73%) 
cited the positive school culture as a contributing factor to their remaining in the system. 
 
I really like and trust my colleagues (11 of 15, 73%) 
● Development of professional relationships 
● Development of personal relationships 
 
Positive school culture (11 of 15, 73%) 
● Being part of a community, sense of belonging 
● A feeling of being trusted by school and district leadership 
● Autonomy 
 





Table 5.1 (continued) 
 
Leadership opportunities and pathway (8 of 15, 53%) 
● COVID-19 and leadership opportunities 
 
The organization privileges my learning and development (8 of 15, 53%) 
 
Leadership considers my voice in decision-making (8 of 15, 53%) 
● Opportunities to provide feedback at the organization level 
● Evidence that feedback is integrated into decision-making 
 
I believe in and am committed to the mission and vision (6 of 15, 40%) 
 
Compensation is competitive (5 of 15, 33%) 
 
I have job security (4 of 15, 27%) 
 
My commute is easy (1 of 15, 7%)   
I Really Like and Trust My Colleagues. 
A strong majority of participants felt that their relationships with colleagues in their 
schools and across the network motivated them to stay in the network. These 
relationships were described in both professional terms and in personal terms. Multiple 
participants agreed that “the thing that has kept [them] here is probably number one, 
colleagues.” Like other participants, Sarah stated, “I just really like my coworkers a lot” 
and that the Row Charter Network simply has “great employees.” Samantha shared that 
“I just really love a lot of the people that I work with and I can see that I’m learning a lot 
and growing and finally figuring out what works for me as an educator in large part 
because of them.” Emily agreed and added that she thinks she has strong relationships 
with other teachers at her school, giving her “people to reach out to” when she’s 
struggling with a certain student or a specific situation. 
Development of professional relationships. The professional relationships 
between co-teaching pairs—teachers who plan together and teach together in the same 




trust of colleagues. Jessica and Ashley, for example, have been co-teaching for four 
years. Almost at the outset of her interview, Jessica brought up her co-teaching 
relationship as critical to her retention. 
Thank God we got paired that first year because having like a strong 
co-teacher, which I only taught by myself before prior to that, changes 
everything. Building on our relationship every year has like, gotten easier 
because our relationship has gotten stronger and like we understand each 
other’s teaching styles. 
Ashley underscored this as well. 
You know, I, from the start, had an amazing relationship with [Jessica], 
and we’ve been together every year and we kind of say that in the ICT 
(integrated co-teaching) setting as you know, it’s very much like a marriage. 
And we’re kind of at the point now where we are like, literally reading each 
other’s minds. And I don’t take that for granted because I think having that 
relationship with her allows the kids to experience their education and their 
learning on a whole ‘nother level. You know, no time is wasted in the 
classroom. There’s not a transition loss. There’s literally not a second lost 
during the day, at least that’s what we like to think. 
Lauren, who is at another school in the network, corroborated how co-teaching 
experiences contributed to her decision to stay. 
I was blessed with the best co-teachers my first year: true just historians 
and like exemplary teachers. I just, like, I really was genuinely, genuinely 
lucky. And I reflect back on that first year and think, like, I’m so thankful 
that I had them. 
The professional relationships that developed through teaming in myriad capacities 
were also noted by participants. Ashley spoke on teaming eloquently. 
You know, we have a really awesome team. We divide and conquer and 
putting our brains together is like, awesome, really helpful. It’s evident in 
our grade team meetings through our data dives together. We have a very, 
we have a relationship in which we can question each other. We can 
challenge each other without it ever being like a hostile or judgmental kind 
of deal, which pushes our practice because, you know, we both have 
different lenses and different expertise. 
Participants additionally spoke about the importance of building a “network” of 




I trust, that I can call and like bounce ideas off of; some are even former teachers here 
who I’ve stayed in touch with.” And Stephanie built on that idea: 
What’s very kept me is that sort of small-knit, tight-knit-like nature of 
the staff. As well as just like specific staff members. To work at a school 
with those people is monumental. They are stellar people and I can if I stay 
here, I can learn from them. 
Development of personal relationships. The importance of developing 
relationships with colleagues on a personal level came through as just as important as 
developing professional relationships. Chris talked about this phenomenon in his 
interview. 
I feel like there’s a good group of coworkers that I have, like people 
who I would like to think would be friends, even if I wasn’t like working 
with them. And that definitely helps to a large extent. the fact that there are 
friends at work because I’ve had jobs where you just go to work, and you 
just go home. I’m at my job and, like, you go to work, you probably hang out 
after work at a happy hour, probably everyone is in a group chat talking 
about what you want to do over the weekend. Um, and I have some friends 
at work and I’m cool with them as actual friends. So I feel like that is really 
important. 
Emily also identified this as a factor that motivated her to stay. She talked about 
connecting with her colleagues on a personal level, beyond just work and how those 
relationships contribute to trust. 
The relationship between the teachers can be—it doesn’t have to be just 
team members. Like a lot of my friends at my school right now, are not on 
my team. I’m very friendly with many teachers and those teachers are great. 
And I think it’s more of just knowing to get to know the staff members and 
not always be just talking about school, but talking about outside stuff and 
learning about their home lives. And even though we could have grown up in 
two completely different paths, that there are connections and we do have 
similarities. I think those relationships stir a lot of trust. 
Elizabeth articulated how the professional relationships often turn into personal 
relationships due to the intensity of the work. 
I like this year. I really love my coworkers. Like I finally have 
colleagues that I really feel like, are creative thinkers that pushed me and 




I’ll be co-teaching with a wonderful colleague next year. I don’t know if you 
know her, but she’s an unbelievable teacher, an unbelievable person. I just 
love her. And, like, she’s become a dear friend. 
Positive School Culture 
An equally strong majority of participants cited positive school culture as a 
contributing factor to their remaining in the system. Specifically, under the umbrella of 
culture, interviewees discussed the importance of having a sense of belonging and being 
part of a community, feeling trusted by both school and district leadership, and 
experiencing autonomy in their work as critical positive features. Ashley spoke about the 
sense of belonging directly. 
What brought me into the school and the culture, although that was the 
only job I had interviewed for, I could feel a sense of belonging, you know, 
when I had done my interview and gone into visit, because there was very 
much a sense of always putting the kids first and a sense of community and 
it’s not like, you walk in the hallways there and it’s a cold or dry, you know, 
feeling. It’s very loving and bright and warm and welcoming. 
And Sarah built upon that idea as a definitive factor that has motivated her to stay year 
after year. 
What’s kept me here is, is the community feeling. When I was growing 
up, I had a very positive elementary school experience. And the same 
teachers were there from the time I was in kindergarten, to when I was in 
fifth grade. The first grade teacher has never, never changed. Secondary 
teachers never changed. And when you were in fifth grade, you could go 
back and visit your kindergarten teacher before the day started. And 
everybody knew everybody’s family and I had kids in my class whose 
parents had the teacher that I had, you know, that year. And, I see some of 
that here. I do see some of that in my school. 
Being part of a community. Sarah spoke about consistency. Similarly, Jessica 
talked about teacher retention and peer culture creating a ripple effect that directly 
impacts students. 
Like right now, we do have the most teachers that have stayed in all my 
time there. Like, I can name a lot of the teachers that have been there for a 
couple of years. And I think that contributes to peer culture. It contributes to 




support each other and academically support each other and for teaching, I 
mean, kids know which teachers are going to get for the next year, which I 
think is a comforting thing. 
Ashley continued the same notion by highlighting that this aspect of positive school was 
developed by teachers for teachers. 
It’s also we have a strong peer culture that we’ve built. And, and I think 
that reflects in our satisfaction surveys, but I think oftentimes administration 
pats themselves on the back for that, but I don’t, I think it’s definitely like a 
created from within us. And we work really hard at it, to have a network of 
teachers like even on our floor that we can trust and rely on. 
Chris talked about the culture of the community having a family feel to it.  
There are times where we definitely have our downs, but I feel like for 
the most part, there’s a bit of a nice family-like culture for some people in 
the building, and I’m definitely some of those people. And it feels good in 
many ways. Like if you’re having a bad day with a class, I know I could just 
pop into a space where I know everyone shows and everything will be 
seemingly a lot better. So, I think the community piece is huge. 
Lauren added some color to that by talking about a community beyond the classroom 
walls and how meaningful it is to her that teachers forge authentic relationships with 
students to maintain the positive school culture. 
As far as the culture goes, I would want to walk into a school and like, 
I’ve seen schools that I’ve been in, schools where everybody’s like, behind 
closed doors, and they just like, do their own thing. And it works for them. 
But I don’t, it doesn’t work for me. I want to be able to like, go in and then 
like maybe at lunch, like see a bunch of teachers either like with the students 
working with them or like setting together and eating lunch and so like 
having a community beyond just the classroom because I think if there’s no 
community and culture, like between each other, like you can’t possibly 
have a really strong culture with the students. 
A feeling of being trusted by school and district leadership. Throughout the 
interviews, these lead teachers talked about the importance of feeling trusted and 
respected by their leadership. Samantha talked about this in terms of how her team uses 





It’s been supportive when we have more differentiated sessions or, you 
know, I’m able to work with my team in isolation and we’re able to plan and 
work together and do what is - what we feel is productive without being told 
what we need to be planning for or working on, and without any sort of 
incorporation of our opinions about it. That scenario doesn’t always feel 
supportive. So being you know, when we are trusted to use our time for what 
we feel it needs to be used for then I feel like we are most productive and 
that feels the most supportive. 
In Brittany’s interview, she presented this trust in a different way. She experienced trust 
when her school leader strongly encouraged her to apply for a teacher leader position. 
I guess even before grade team lead positions came out, I was like 
approached to apply. Even before it came out to apply. And like that, our 
academic director would give me reasons as to why like, oh, remember how 
you stepped up to the plate and led this PD, like, see what you did there? 
Like, that was amazing. Like, think of what you could do over a whole year 
instead of just one time. So, him giving me an example of like that one time I 
did it, and led a PD for like guided reading, that he wanted me to expand that 
knowledge and help other teachers and become a grade team lead, and he 
was persistent. He was like, did you apply yet? Did you apply yet? And like 
he was, I’ll help you if you need it. 
Chris felt this way as well. He shared he was looking for evidence of being trusted by his 
leadership. He felt he would be more likely to stay if he was entrusted to head up a team 
or a committee. 
I think that’s a part of why I wanted to, like, do something like lead a 
team because I was fishing for some sort of extra validation or some sort of 
extra importance because there felt like there was none in my role. 
A number of participants aligned permission to think flexibility and creatively as 
evidence of trust from leadership. Sarah spoke strongly about how trust and respect for 
her work and experience manifest in the degree of flexibility she has in her classroom. 
I think that there can be flexibility for teachers on the ground level 
within their own classrooms to allow for passion and creativity and drive. 
This is an intellectual career that we are in. We’ve all gone to college and I 
mean most of us have gotten a master’s degree. You have to have been 
teaching for at least five years in order to maintain certification. So, if a 
teacher is passionate and like that intellectual capacity is taken away—that 
freedom to, to use, what we’ve been trained to do and use our experience—
then you eliminate passion from the job of teaching and learning. And then 




me of, like a burger shop. You want McDonald’s burgers to taste the same 
when you go to a McDonald’s in New York or San Francisco. You want 
them to be the same, but we’re not producing burgers. We are, we’re 
educating minds, we’re molding minds. And, and you need to be able to 
allow for creativity and passion in order to do that job well. 
Ashley agreed with Sarah’s statement above and shared that at the Row Charter Network, 
she has that flexibility, and it has made her feel trusted to do the work and do right by her 
students without having to look over her shoulder. 
I never felt like I ever had to shut the door because I always felt trusted 
here. Like if someone walked in and I was doing a different phonics lesson, I 
always knew that like whoever came in would know that I’m doing this 
because I—it’s based on data and I know what my kids need. Um, so that’s 
one thing that I also feel is, you know, a lot probably right alongside with the 
whole colleagues and collaboration thing, I do feel trusted. And I feel 
supported when I’m trusted to make decisions for my students. I don’t ever 
make a decision that’s not either data-based or observationally based. So, I 
feel supported when I know somebody trusts me to make the right decision 
for my students. 
Emily clarified that idea by adding creativity to her need for flexibility in the classroom. 
My overall way of implementing [curriculum] is going to be different 
than the way the network wants me to because of how I’m going to put that 
creative touch to it or how I’m going to be able to put my students’ needs in 
priority. 
Autonomy. A final element of positive school culture that surfaced in these 
interviews was the idea of autonomy and how it is an extension of the trust described 
above paired with a clear respect for teachers as professionals in the field. Ashley stated 
flat out, “I thrive on autonomy,” as did Chris. He talked about how offering autonomy 
helps teachers feel competent in their work. 
I would say, provide teachers with autonomy, create a good culture at 
work where staff or staff actually like each other. And allow teachers to 
become competent without feeling like they’re being overly judged or 
criticized for the work that they’re doing. 
Sarah further explained that teacher autonomy actually supports teachers in creating a 




I look for leadership that allows for teacher autonomy. I really like to 
have a voice in what I teach and how I teach it. And just in general, what I 
love about teaching and creating a world, a little community of my own, a 
little place with its own culture of rituals and traditions. And, you know, it 
should be a welcoming space for everybody that’s in that classroom. And I 
like schools that allow me to create that atmosphere. That makes sense. 
Having that autonomy. 
And, Amanda was specifically looking for a position that would provide her with 
autonomy, which is how she found Row Charter Network. 
I think it’s because of the autonomy that I mentioned before, I can create 
this program. Find out for myself, how to grow it. That’s so you know, find 
out what’s best for the kids, and then ask for help when I need it. And it’s 
I’m pretty happy with it. I get to do pretty much what I want to do. The 
leaders have never really told me like, this is how you have to teach and this 
is what you have to do. I have been told, you know, I have to do one family 
event - maybe one major family event outside a year. But that is a thing that 
makes sense in our community. So that sort of directive is okay to me. 
Nobody has said that what I’m doing is like, unacceptable or if there’s a 
questionable thing, I guess I feel like I would be asked about it, but I always 
ask and talk through my ideas with the leaders before I just go ahead and do 
something. So I feel like it’s a pretty good, open community, open line of 
communication. 
Stephanie, however, put a finer point on it. She differentiated between autonomy that 
looks like a free-for-all in the classroom and autonomy that accounts for each teacher’s 
individual style, as she feels it does at the Row Charter Network. 
I think teachers are free to be themselves for sure. I don’t think we’re 
free to teach exactly how we’d like to because there’s sort of a lot of, like, 
prescriptive requirements of the lesson that, sort of, require you to do a 
certain thing a certain way sometimes. But that doesn’t mean you have to, 
like, be a robot, like, you could definitely be yourself and find a way to do 
so. 
I Love and Am Loyal to My Students 
A number of participants cited their students as the primary motivation to stay at 





Well, I enjoy the kids a lot and I think the student population at our 
school is—is really special. I really enjoy, like seeing the transformation kids 
have of, like, your impact on teaching them. So, like, what practicing and 
saying a question a certain way can like, unlock for a child. 
And though her love for her students is clear, it is also clear that her relationship with 
these students gives her purpose. Stephanie said something similar in her interview. She 
shared that she adores her students, but the sense of purpose they give her, the little wins 
throughout the year and the big wins she sees as she reflects back on their intellectual 
growth, is what motivates her to stay. 
That’s what keeps me coming back every year, where I’m like, but look, 
it’s like you say, finally bloom all the seeds you planted. I think that’s what 
keeps me coming back every year. I’m like, after like eight months of 
pulling teeth, they’re finally like, just so confident and so sure of themselves. 
And that one little thing that they’ve been working on, they’re like, oh! I got 
it. 
Nicole’s sense of purpose went deeper than the labor of love analogy. She came to 
the Row Charter Network because of an interaction she had with one student. It was an 
interaction that sparked her love for this school and illustrated how teacher/student 
relationships are reciprocal in nature, not simply one-sided. 
I fell in love with this school from a student giving me a tour. And I 
continue to be in love with the school and with our scholars. I think we had a 
town hall recently at our campus about some of the things that’s going on in 
the world around like racial injustice. And they said things in a way that, 
like, I didn’t think of myself. Like, at the moment I wasn’t in a mental 
mindset to be able to say it or express it. And they always manage to step up 
to the plate and share responses in a way that pushes my very own thinking. I 
like to joke and say, like, you guys teach me just as much as I teach you, but 
it’s really not a joke. They really do. I learn and I become a better human, 
not just a better teacher—a better human through teaching the students at our 
school, at our campus. 
The students are why these teachers get up in the morning. Emily shared that 
unequivocally they are the reason she keeps coming back. 
Oh, it’s 100% the kids. There’s not a day that goes by that I don’t think 
about my students like even during the summer breaks. I’m constantly 
thinking about them. I think the biggest thing is at school, I can have a 




once they come back into my classroom and I’m surrounded by them, I push 
all of that aside and just know that they are there for me. I’m there for them. 
And they are the biggest reason that I return every year. 
Similarly, Samantha expressed that her love for her students made her return to the 
school imminent, even in light of major leadership turnover during her very first year as a 
teacher. 
I love the students. I love the community that we teach. And I think—so 
after my first year was when we had a new principal who didn’t stay for the 
whole year. Everyone was jumping ship and I was like; I don’t really know 
what to do. This is my first school job. Is this normal for a principal? I just, I 
have loved every class even though they’ve all been challenging for different 
reasons. I just, I love them so much. And I’m sure like every teacher says 
that, but that is what you know, keeps me coming back. I love these kids so 
much. 
Jennifer talked about her teaching as a calling. But she also shared the flip side of 
what it means to have such a calling. 
Like, I feel like I need to be here. I feel like I need to be serving these 
kids. And I have the potential to do that here. But I also have no personal life 
and so much pressure to do so well at too many things. 
Leadership Opportunities and Pathways 
Just over half the interviewees shared that a critical factor that motivates them to 
stay at the Row Charter Network is opportunity to be upwardly mobile. Megan spoke 
about this in two ways: (1) chances to take on new roles, and (2) leadership believing in 
her and encouraging her to take on new roles. 
Honestly, the number one reason I’ve stayed is the opportunity for 
growth. And to move up. When I got here, I was able to become grade team 
lead which was a new leadership opportunity for me. And since I’ve been 
here, I’ve had staff members on leadership who were invested in my growth 
and were able to give me opportunities to go into other classrooms and to 
give feedback and to coach other teachers. So, I’m staying here because I 
have opportunities to grow into leadership but what initially brought me here 
was the potential that the network and the school had. 




The support I got pushed me as a teacher to move to grade team lead. 
Like, just having leadership opportunities was important because I knew 
down the road, like eventually I don’t want to be in the classroom. I want to 
teach teachers and help teachers. So I knew that I wanted to stay because 
they were giving me those opportunities to grow as a teacher and a leader. 
And they felt confident in me. 
COVID-19 and leadership opportunities. Though the participants were grateful 
for the opportunities they had been given, they also named that COVID-19 was changing 
their longer-term planning and possibly their career trajectories. Jessica explained that 
she had a clear five-year plan, but the way COVID-19 was informing the upcoming 
budget, opportunities were sparser than in past years. 
Um, if it was two years ago, I would have said, I would love to try out 
the Academic Director role at our school for the lower grades, but that went 
away. So right now, my plan is to continue in the classroom, but eventually 
I’d love to try out an admin role. Maybe they will bring the Academic 
Director position back. But I do think that this next new role of a grade team 
leader for three grade levels is a good step in the right direction towards that. 
I do see myself—I’ve explored consulting a little bit, like specialized 
consulting and at home consulting for students. I don’t know what that looks 
like. But I do have a business plan in my mind of, you know, helping 
families during IEP meetings, helping families to understand IEP s, helping 
families to understand services and what their rights are. So that’s been kind 
of like a side project of mine. 
Ashley noted the same, a dwindling number of opportunities with the Row Charter 
Network, due to budget cuts. She is, however, continuing to look for opportunities. She 
wants to stay at the Row Charter Network, and concurrently to explore leadership 
opportunities outside of the Network. 
I think initially I wanted to hopefully be, you know, a leader—a teacher 
leader, for another year, and then hopefully, in a year from now or so, 
something that the network may open up or perhaps a position tailored to my 
expertise or my knowledge base would be open. But right now, I—I don’t 
know in the network what a path could be for me, in terms of leadership, you 
know? I do—I am in a much higher leadership role than I was last summer 
with [outside organization]. So, I’m getting a lot of leadership practice for 
that with that. And I think that’s valuable and I’m so appreciative of that. So 
right now, I’m kind of focusing on continuing the leadership on that side of 
things. Which is more beyond, like, beyond a teacher leader role. I’m 




6:30 tonight for people on the West Coast. So, I am learning a lot of 
knowledge on that base. But in terms of this, my position now, it was 
definitely not what I had hoped for, for next year, or not what I foresaw at 
all. I think I’m kind of at a standstill just for right now, in terms of next 
steps. I did have my five-year plan, but my five-year plan got a little wrench 
thrown in it. 
We have yet to see how COVID-19 will inform teacher retention in the long term, 
but these findings indicate the pandemic immediately negatively affected the career 
trajectory of a number of these teacher leaders. 
The Organization Privileges My Learning and Development. 
Being part of a network that privileges adult learning and development is another 
factor that has motivated some of the participants to remain with the Row Charter 
Network. As Jennifer notes below, like Row, many charter school organizations feature 
adult learning as a perk of employment. 
I think that nearly every teacher should leave college and go right into a 
charter school. Because charters—at least Row—and what I’ve heard of 
others, tend to pour into their teachers so much more than public schools do. 
I know of some private schools that also do the same and provide a lot of 
professional development and different opportunities to help their teachers 
excel. 
Here, Jennifer is talking about short-term professional development in the form of 
conferences, sessions, and stand-alone workshops. But participants also talked about 
longer-term investment in their learning development—Investment such as funding 
graduate school in exchange for years of service, a benefit Lauren took advantage of. 
After my second year, I did the Relay Program, and it was amazing. I 
love Relay, if you don’t know what it is, I highly recommend it to anybody. 
It’s just incredible. And so, I was committed for three years because of 
that—it was like a three-year commitment kind of thing because they paid 
for the program. I know that I’ll be growing a lot here. And that is like 
something I really value. 
Mike, too, took advantage of that benefit. He knew getting his master’s degree 
would increase his salary and make him more valuable to the school. He said, “I’m in my 




network was because like, the network was paying for my graduate program.” The 
graduate school he is speaking of is one that the Row Charter Network has a partnership 
with and is designed for practitioners. It is a very specific program that benefits both the 
teacher and the network as a whole. Lauren and Mike both found it extremely valuable. It 
is interesting to juxtapose against Stephanie’s experience, as she describes it below, in a 
more traditional graduate program. 
It was made known to me from the get-go, like how data-driven of a 
school we are and how we use all of these different resources to like, push 
student rigor and student achievement. And also, these are the steps that we 
do to make sure all teachers know how to do so. And these are the people 
that you like, get trained from. That was made apparent from the start, as 
opposed to, we expect the teachers to produce X amount of data. Like, I 
don’t know how to do that! I have an English degree. And it’s not really 
taught in education programs. Like, I never had a class on any of that in my 
master’s or my undergrad ever. And so, I think a lot of kids are graduating 
into the workforce having a lot of theory and not a lot of practical 
knowledge. And I can talk to you a lot about literary criticism, but that has 
helped me zero percent since I started teaching. 
Leadership Considers My Voice in Decision-making. 
The teacher leaders interviewed for this study brought up the importance of having 
voice or a seat at the table often in our conversations. Repeatedly, they described how 
complicated decision-making has been at both the network level and the school level and 
how, as teacher leaders, they want to contribute to whatever is being decided, especially 
if it impacts their work. Stephanie grappled with the complexity of wanting/having voice. 
She shared that teacher leader voice is best used strategically. 
I would say that it’s important to speak up, but to know when to do it. 
Because I have sometimes done so in less than graceful ways. And it really 
does deter me from making any further progress. But more importantly, it, 
like, deterred me from making any progress for my kids. And thinking back 
on that now, like, was my decision to speak up in that moment more selfish, 
or was it more focused on doing what was right for the students? And that’s 




Two strands emerged out of this particular finding related to voice and how it 
motivates teacher retention. The first is that these participants value the opportunities to 
provide feedback at the organizational level. They cited feedback surveys they were 
given, meetings they sat in on, direct questions from above that they weighed in on. The 
second strand they cited, though less often, is evidence that their feedback is integrated 
into decision-making. 
Opportunities to provide feedback at the organization level. Jessica talked 
about a time when her school administration was making decisions that she felt were not 
in the students’ best interest and how she spoke on behalf of the team she was leading to 
ask the administration to reconsider. She shared that part of her leadership development 
has been practicing voicing disagreement with policy developed from above. The 
situation she spoke about highlighted how the data teachers bring to the conversation are 
often more granular than the data administration brings to the conversation. In this case 
below, the administration was thinking about numbers of students versus staff ratio, 
whereas Jessica was thinking about the actual human students and the dynamics of 
certain classes of students. 
And I think that is something that I’ve grown like a lot in, on how to, 
like, build a team, and how to have a team that’s functioning. And I feel like, 
for example, like last year, I knew that the kids coming up and the kids 
staying back were going to be academically challenging, not behaviorally 
challenging. And I voiced, you know, is there any way that we can keep two 
ICT classrooms and not drop down to three teachers? You know, we’re 
going to need the manpower. There was also talk about losing 
interventionists, and I was trying to pre-plan for the academic support we 
would need. And I understand there’s financial costs that come with that. 
And I felt like I was heard but, it was very much like, nope, we can’t do that. 
Brittany built on this idea that she has voice, and is grateful for it, but it sometimes 
feels like she is shouting and no one hears her She shared a different situation than 





You know, I guess a lot of leader voice versus teacher voice was a thing 
because it was hard for me to understand, like, where a leader was coming 
from when they weren’t in the classrooms. Like, understand why I need 45 
minutes for ELA or 45 minutes for math, like, it was more like, this is what 
you’re doing because this is what you’re told to do. And that for me—like, I 
feel like teacher voice sometimes goes heard but like it goes through one ear 
and out the other. Like, you can say and have this great idea and feel a 
certain way, but it doesn’t actually, like get through to someone, if that 
makes sense. 
In both cases, these teacher leaders had the space to voice their feelings and 
opinions. And they recognized that. They were not simply grumbling about policy on the 
sidelines. They were using their status as teacher leaders to provide an alternate 
perspective and try to be a voice for change. 
Evidence that feedback is integrated into decision-making. Several participants 
cited that, though teachers are often invited to voice their opinions, they are frustrated by 
the lack of evidence that it matters. Ashley spent some time considering this idea. 
And it’ll be like, well, we want to hear more teacher voice, we want to 
hear more teacher voice. And then we, you know, give opinions or give 
suggestions or solutions. But then when we turn around, it’s—it feels 
sometimes, I’m not saying it is or it isn’t, but it sometimes feels like those 
suggestions we’re giving aren’t really taken. So it feels counterintuitive. 
Sometimes. 
Lauren was more straightforward about it. As teacher leaders, the expectation is that they 
are building consensus, taking in feedback from the team and processing it. She feels that 
school administration needs to be better about modeling that expectation. 
One of the biggest things for me is, like, practice what you preach. And 
so something as simple as like showing up on time every day as a leader is 
important as well. If you expect your teachers to show up on time, I’m 
listening to feedback, not just asking for it, but actually hearing it and doing 
something with that feedback, or at least trying to and like letting your team 
know that they are being heard. And valuing those opinions, not just from 
like specific teachers, but all teachers. 
Elizabeth processed this by naming the importance of presenting ideas that are research-
based, not opinion-based. At one point in her interview, she said, “Don’t let your voice be 




because that’s something I just I wish I had. I just, this is advice for other teacher 
leaders.” 
I Believe in and Am Committed to the Mission and Vision 
A number of participants were wary of charter schools and applied to the Row 
Charter Network because they did not feel they had another option. Lauren talked about 
this wariness in relation to discipline and behavior management systems known as No 
Excuses or Zero Tolerance. She was not interested in becoming a member of that kind of 
school community. 
Yeah, so I originally had a pretty, like, bias against a lot of charters 
because the charters that I was really well aware of were the ones like KIPP 
and Success and Achievement First, which I, you know, I read a lot about 
like, their like values and I feel like a lot of, like, their mission statement 
around, like, particularly like special education students and students who 
are like struggling readers. And I don’t necessarily agree with, like, how 
they, like, manage students. I’ve, like, heard of, like, terrible experiences 
from, like, children, like, leaving the schools because, like, the school, you 
know, it was like not a right fit for them, rather than like working with a 
student. And so when I heard about Row, I did my research because I didn’t 
want to work for anybody that would ever like try to push a student out 
because they felt like it wasn’t a right fit for them because that’s not what I 
believe in when it comes to school. And so that really changed my mind 
about charters. And made me really like, the values and the mission of this 
network. 
Stephanie spoke more specifically about the mission and cited why it inspires her 
to stay year after year. 
I think the girl that we talked about in the mission statement is someone 
who I would want as a leader, like that bold woman of intellect, like I want 
someone who isn’t, like, isn’t afraid to speak on a subject but is also really 
incredibly informed on that subject before she speaks about it. And we, we 
have people who do both well, and then we have people who do one or the 
other really well. And it has to be that combination. Like there has to be this 
real commitment to the students and a real strong foundation in this justice 
work that we do in this community. And you have to love the kids like your 




Nicole cited the same part of the mission statement as inspiration to stay in the network 
and additionally noted that the core values of the organization are aligned with her own 
philosophy of education. 
I think another thing that really keeps me there is, even though this isn’t 
realized yet, I do believe in our mission statement. Like, I absolutely believe 
that we have a role in having students be students of bold intellect. I think 
that we have a role in students embodying our core values of community, 
responsibility, merit and scholarship. I believe in that, honestly. 
Compensation Is Competitive 
To be clear, no participants felt they were being compensated fairly, but many gave 
nods to the idea that within the current structure, the Row Charter Network was offering 
compensation that felt decent. Jennifer talked about this with regard to retention directly. 
Another thing about retention, which I think impacts people is, I’m 
pretty sure one of the biggest reasons that people always note um, that is 
impacting their decision to stay or look elsewhere is our compensation. But 
that has gotten better since, like, last year when they, like, bumped 
everybody up. 
Emily shared that above the decent compensation, there are opportunities for stipends to 
augment salary for those interested in leadership opportunities. 
I think that, because we have such a decent pay to start off on, that 
teachers want to stay and they will work the system for additional stipends. 
The pay scale really varies as you stay longer. And there are stipends and 
also the True Rewards Benefits that people ignore but that are great - they 
cover tuition for grad school, emergency childcare, gym memberships and I 
think, like, some other stuff too. Makes a difference when you look at the 
whole package as compensation for our work. 
Nicole however, disagreed. For her, it’s simply not enough and does not factor into why 
she stays. 
And also, around, like, peer compensation, like, there was no hiding. 
There’s no hiding the ball around, like, money and what other people can 
make at other campuses. And, um, some teachers have moved on and are 
making significantly more than what they made at [this network]. Even now 




that other charter networks continue to pay more than what we pay. We are 
not even in the same ballpark as in some of the bigger charter networks. 
I Have Job Security 
After compensation, a few participants identified job security as a motivation to 
stay. Ashley shared that teaching at the Row Network is “a really stable job.” Likewise, 
Jessica talked about the job market being undependable, whereas she feels her current job 
is dependable. 
So I think job security is my number one, just knowing that like, okay, 
there’s a job here, I probably shouldn’t risk it. And I’ve never experienced 
something here that, like, has made me feel so horrible that I feel like I need 
to jump ship, which I feel like happens very often at our school, at mid-year, 
end of year, beginning of year. So I think that’s one of the things. 
Mike feels the same way. He knows his job is safe at the Row Charter Network, and that 
is comforting to him: “I think of job security of just like, Okay, I have a job here, I should 
probably hold on to that is something that keeps me there.” 
Jennifer, on the other hand, looks at her job security as something to take 
advantage of. She has the perks of seniority in terms of numbers of years teaching at the 
same school, and she fears change, so leaving to go somewhere else feels uncomfortable. 
I just took this job because it was a sure thing. And I figured it would 
give me valuable experience, especially being with the demographic that we 
serve. And I thought it would look good for teaching experience to be in an 
inner-city, public, basically, a school with a difficult age group. And, yeah, 
I’d say that most of it is pretty selfish. I am scared of the interview process 
that needs to take place in order to change positions. I mean, you know, once 
you’ve taught a curriculum a few times, it’s so much easier to keep going. 
And no matter where I go, I’m gonna have to relearn so many things. It’s 
intimidating. So, there’s comfort. I’ve also had, like, status in a way because 
I’ve been here for so long and teachers leave constantly, so like, school 
leadership kind of gives me as much freedom or sway as I may want to take, 
because they know that I know what I’m doing. It’s kind of nice that I am 
able to like, you know, I took a week off for my honeymoon, in the 





My Commute is Easy 
One teacher shared that the reason she stays is because it is convenient to travel 
between her home and her school. It saves her time and acts as a self-care mechanism. 
I just don’t want to, like, spend all my time outside of school 
commuting. Like many other teacher friends are on the train, like, forever 
and yeah, they get some work done but, like, the train makes me angry and I 
don’t wanna be angry when I get to school. I also think that, um, like, I need 
a life. I need to work out and see my friends and like, not be all about going 
to work and going home, you know? I mean, I didn’t look specifically for a 
school that’s walking distance from my house, but, it’s a pretty good deal 
and definitely a reason to stay at the school. 
Summary of Finding #1 
A strong majority of participants (73%) indicated they were motivated to stay in a 
high-attrition environment because they liked and respected their colleagues; while an 
equal number (73%) cited the positive school culture as a contributing factor to their 
remaining in the system. Additional motivating factors revealed by the interview data 
included love for students, leadership opportunities, evidence that the organization 
privileges adult learning and considers teacher voice in decision-making. The data also 
showed that some of the participants are motivated to stay because of a belief in the 
mission of the organization, competitive compensation, job security, and an easy 
commute to and from work. 
Finding #2 
The major finding is that a slight majority of participants (53%) indicated that the 
Covid-19 pandemic fosters school innovation. 
Teacher leaders were asked to describe their reactions to the pandemic, 
specifically, how the pandemic changed their work as educators, and in what ways, if 
any, their decision-making around staying or leaving had been informed by COVID-19. 




this, participants were asked to share experiences of teaching and leading during the early 
days of the pandemic. They were also asked to reflect on and describe how the pandemic 
surfaced new strengths and areas of growth for them in their practice. A slight majority of 
participants (53%) indicated that the Covid-19 pandemic fosters school innovation. See 
Appendix J: Frequency Tables for Findings for a complete list of all identified elements 
of innovation derived from the pandemic. 
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COVID Fosters School Innovation 
A slight majority of participants indicated that the COVID-19 pandemic has 
fostered school innovation since school closures in March of 2020. Participants described 
this innovation in three ways: (1) as it relates to the student experience; (2) as it relates to 
teaching and planning; and (3) as it relates to teacher leadership. Across all three 
perspectives, participants shared that innovating was exciting and novel and a reason to 




Student experience. One clear way that the pandemic informed student experience 
and that participants regarded as innovative was the sudden halt on high-stakes testing. At 
many high-needs, urban schools across the country, the spring is Test Prep Season, but 
the chaos created by the pandemic made state testing impossible for educators. Elizabeth 
found this to be a very exciting result of a very scary situation. 
No testing! We stopped prepping. And then we just taught. We taught 
poetry, we chatted. I mean, we were just trying to get online when our test 
prep curriculum was replaced with an awesome, new humanities curriculum, 
which we then transferred to online as well. In the middle of it, was an 
Egyptian study, which is actually pretty cool. Finally, like, the kids got a 
chance to study different cultures. It was great! But yeah, we just stopped 
doing the test. 
Amanda decided to take advantage of remote learning by inviting special guests to 
her class as a way to expose her students to experiences they would not have had 
otherwise. 
I was able to bring in a guest musician who lives in Cleveland, who 
plays in the Cleveland Orchestra for College and Career Day. Yeah, it’s 
something that I wouldn’t have considered if we were just in regular school, 
I’d be like, oh, she’d have to come here, and flights and I can’t pay for that 
kind of thing. But she’s my friend. And she was like, yeah, I’ll do that. 
That’s no problem. So, it took three text messages and a Zoom link. And she 
talked to the kids about college and playing in an orchestra and played violin 
for them. It’s so cool. Yeah, really cool. So being in this new teaching has 
challenged me to think of ways for kids to learn without being in the same 
room with them and finding resources that I didn’t have access to before. 
Chris too, talked about experiences he could provide his students with over Zoom 
that he couldn’t do in brick-and mortar-school. 
So I’ve given kids in certain classes the opportunity to, like, to know, 
like, what a pandemic—what the actual pandemic—is, and what a second 
wave of pandemic is so then—so they’re not going to be too surprised in a 
few weeks or a month when the second wave rates are what they are. And 
it’s given me the opportunity to talk about subjects that I probably wouldn’t 
have the opportunity to, like, I know tomorrow, I have some flexibility and 
am planning to talk about systemic racism. I never would be able to talk 




Teaching and planning. Participants also shared how the pandemic was inspiring 
innovation in their teaching styles and their planning. Amanda began to think very 
creatively about how she wanted her students to learn and be engaged in this new, virtual 
space. 
So, I have to figure out, okay, how do I do something different but still 
get across the same curriculum and the same joy? So, I’ve had to do a lot 
more movement-based activities. And we’ll be doing a dance or a song with 
movements or hand clapping games. Those are fun because they can see 
hands, like, going like this. And that’s very cool. So, there’s movement. I’ve 
done some things where it’ll be a call and response, where the student leader, 
like, says something to the group, and the group says something back, and 
I’ll ask them to mute and unmute one at a time. So sometimes we’ll get, you 
know, I go and then the kid goes, or, I go, and everyone goes. Or I’ll have 
them create new lyrics for songs. And then either they will sing their new 
lyric, or I’ll sing their new lyric. 
Lauren talked about planning in terms of using data to inform her instruction and 
working with small groups of students, something that is fairly easy to do in person, but 
requires much more thought when teaching over zoom. 
Like, doing breakout rooms, I didn’t realize just how much, like, I do 
just like naturally in the classroom until, like, I couldn’t just do it in the 
classroom. And so intellectual prep certainly changed. And data, I think I’ve 
grown a lot stronger with tracking data because that’s, like, kind of all you 
have in this remote world. And that’s something I’ve really been pushing 
myself this year with. So it was certainly interesting to see, like, what it 
looks like to do really strong data, particularly, like, when it came to like 
trimester three grades and like work quality and like, why it’s important to 
always like look at the different data points and kind of break them down. 
Teaching and planning for the virtual space can be applied to in person schooling 
as well. Nicole talked about the integration of education technology as something she 
would like to continue even once things go back to normal. 
I think that there’s a number of things that we should be able to take 
from this experience to continue the work we started in virtual learning. For 
example, kids respond well to Google Classroom. They in Google 
Classroom can be used for things like homework, so we can kind of go 
paperless or something like that. Mm hmm. I think we need to think a little 




like, what should we be doing for one to one programming, which is initially 
what it was when I started at this campus. It was a one to one program and 
then that shifted off. 
Teacher leadership. COVID helped some teacher leaders build upon the 
leadership work they had started earlier in the year and forged new pathways for 
participants as well. Megan’s experience supports this idea. 
With COVID-19 happening, I was able to take on more coaching and 
leadership opportunities than I was in the school. Anything like COVID ... 
getting those opportunities makes me want to stay more because I wanted to 
get to do that when the new school year started anyway. 
Sarah shared that as a teacher leader, COVID caused an increase in her workload. 
but created new opportunities for collaboration and planning with colleagues. 
As a grade team leader, I have been working a lot more. I’ve been 
leading content meetings across the network, which has been a huge shift. 
Before that I was living in my own little bubble team of teachers, and now 
I’m leading meetings for 15 or 18 teachers at a time. So that has been a 
concrete challenge. And also, collaboration across the network has been 
different. We haven’t really done that kind of alignment in the past in terms 
of creating the lesson plans together. We all help people to sequence. We all 
use the same curriculum materials, but it’s been up to the individual 
campuses to interpret those materials as they wish. Definitely the pros are 
that you get to hear from different, like, other teachers with a new 
perspective. I really appreciated learning and working with teachers across 
schools. 
From an innovation perspective, many participants found working remotely to be a 
welcome and refreshing change of pace. In particular, Elizabeth shared that thinking 
about retention, it has had a positive impact. 
I will say, there has been a lot of positive things coming out of remote 
learning. Number one, teachers feel less pressure on them being out of the 
building and only having a certain, like, a schedule, and a lot more free-time. 




COVID Fosters a Shift in Family Engagement 
About half (47%) of study participants talked about a shift in their approach to 
family engagement due to the pandemic. Emily shared that she used to assume families 
would not or could not be involved at school. Now she knows otherwise. 
I think the pandemic taught me how much the parents can have a real 
influence. Before I was like, we have some family participation, we have a 
good amount, maybe a few families in each class. But in reality, I had all 30 
parents of mine calling me, answering my phone calls. I get them at seven 
o’clock at night. And like, I was very receptive. And I think they appreciated 
that. And I think that’s something that we need to continue as a network of 
making sure that where the families come from does not mean that they 
cannot be a hands-on parent. 
Samantha talked about how seeing students in their homes via Zoom fostered a 
deep sense of empathy for families that was not there before. She shared that it 
strengthened her attachment to her students and deepened her resolve to stay with the 
network. 
I have a better window into my students’ families’ lives. And I have a 
lot of stronger relationships with the parents on my specific caseload than I 
definitely would have if the year were to finish normally. Not that I didn’t 
have relationships with these families, but because of everything in the 
massive shift in that we’ve had to make, I am communicating with these 
parents. And they are reaching out to me so much more than usual. And, and 
even I can see that too, in the relationships with my students because we’re 
working through something together that neither one of us has experienced. 
So, they’re feeling sad and frustrated and confused, and I’m trying to help 
comfort them and I can’t say I’ve gone through this before. So, we’re 
learning it together and just the ways that I’m connecting with my students. I 
have been spending more time talking to them and just having conversations 
about what they’re doing, what do you like to watch? You know, what do 
you like to play? Rather than purely academic. Those would happen 
sometimes at school, but there wasn’t always time for them. And I didn’t 
always make time for them. So that’s been eye-opening, and it’s nice to have 
the time for that. 
Megan, too, spoke about a newfound empathy she developed for her students and 
families through remote learning. 
So remote learning. How has that changed my approach? I think it made 




their family, lifestyles and the support or lack thereof from their parents. 
Like, it’s making me see, like, okay, which students have parents that are 
110% in? That’s more quality, more, making sure that your child is, you 
know, on remote learning and which ones aren’t. So it just made me be more 
empathetic to my students and just understanding that, like, as much as you 
know, like, I would want all of my kids to be on point whenever learning is 
happening, I really need the support of family and without that support, it’s 
very hard and difficult. So, yeah, it just made me more empathetic. 
COVID Impacted Students with Special Needs 
The impact of COVID on students with disabilities and students with special needs 
came up for 20% of participants interviewed for this study. There was great concern over 
the quality of services these students would receive through virtual school. Brittany spoke 
about this a bit when she described working with students in small groups. 
I think the biggest thing with the pandemic was, it taught me how 
important my small groups are and how I need to continue that. I think it 
helped me realize the groupings of my students were in the classroom, it 
might be a group of eight, and I had a little bit more flexibility with my day, 
when the pandemic came, so my group of eight became two groups, like one 
with three, one with the two groups of three, and then one group of six, I 
mean, two, and then it ended up they were the girls that I couldn’t always 
pull because my group of eight in the classroom was so large, that I ended up 
having a group of five, a group of four and then a group of two. And those 
two kids that stayed in the group of two were my target students that came 
into second grade on a pre k reading level. 
Having the time and flexibility to refine these small groups and meet with them alone 
consistently, without the distraction of the rest of the students in the class, was a game 
changer. The Zoom rooms created a privacy that did not exist in normal school, and that 
privacy helped these struggling students get better faster. Partaking in these successes 
kept Brittany wanting to do more with them. 
Stephanie, on the other hand, shared that virtual learning simply does not work for 
all students and that some students with special needs have really suffered academically 





But from the special ed side of things, it’s really declined. Like, we’re 
really struggling with what differentiation looks like in a virtual setting. 
Because so much of that needs to be interpersonal. Like me, like pointing to 
the text for a kid, or, like me, like, in the moment making a decision, like 
actually, I’m going to have to skip number two and just jump to number 
four, like that sort of, like, one to one face time, like, bouncing off of the 
person is really crucial. I feel like in a special ed setting for kids who need 
that level of support, remote teaching almost makes things worse. 
COVID Fosters a Desire for Job Stability 
Twenty percent of participants stated that the pandemic increased the likelihood 
that they would stay because, in a time of great uncertainty, they want to have security 
and stability. Stephanie talked about this phenomenon in her interview. 
My head’s changing every 24 hours about it, to be honest with you. I’m 
talking a lot about it with my family. I am coming back—like, that is, I 
signed my contract. I’m coming back. Like, it’s a job that I know. And I 
know the school well, and I don’t have to start all over in, like, these 
uncertain times. I’d like to keep something a little certain. But pre-COVID I 
was definitely thinking, not about leaving this school, specifically, but about 
leaving teaching. Which, I said last year and the year before as well. 
Jessica shared her thinking about this as well. She is a pragmatist and is concerned about 
the reality of landing another job in this economy. 
Um, I think it goes back to job security. Like, I think that there’s a lot of 
budget cuts happening in education, so I don’t I don’t know how many new 
jobs will be available. And I do think, you know, staying in a network where 
you know, the systems. If we’re continuing remote learning, it’s helpful to 
have that first step, I guess. And a big one is that Ashley’s staying, too, and 
we hope that we can do another year of teaching together, Yeah, the lack of 
job security elsewhere, I’m not sure what that will look like in other districts. 
COVID Connected Them to Their Colleagues 
A few participants talked about how the conditions created by COVID forged 
closer bonds between them and their colleagues. Stephanie reflected on this in terms of 
gaining new respect as a leader and educator when she shared, “I need to be honest; I 
don’t think anyone saw me as a teacher leader until quarantine started.” She experienced 




step into. Her perception was that her colleagues appreciated her leadership in this 
moment and felt taken care of and heard. She shared that this newfound respect from her 
peers served to motivate her in her work and bolstered her interest in staying on in the 
network. Megan had a similar experience. She discussed how during COVID she was 
able to collaborate and connect with her colleagues more informally, which helped her 
grow her practice and her relationships. 
As an adult learner, the most important thing for me is having that 
discourse with other teachers. Teachers, because everyone’s different, 
everyone has something, just the collaboration is very important and 
something that is challenging is that we didn’t have enough time for pre-
COVID, given that when we did have time for that, it wasn’t used effectively 
cause we had lunch meetings. Now I find I’m g-chatting and texting team 
members throughout the day to get ideas and to also vent. 
Summary of Finding #2 
When asked about their reactions to the pandemic, a slight majority of participants 
(53%) indicated that they felt that COVID-19 fosters school innovation. Here, innovation 
was explored through the lens of the student experience as perceived by the teacher 
leaders, through adaptations in the way they teach and plan in a remote environment, and 
through how they lead others in a remote environment. The data also surfaced a tangible 
shift in family engagement steeped in direct and frequent communication between 
teachers and families. There was some innovation perceived around students with special 
needs and the ability to better serve them in a virtual classroom in some key ways. For 
some teacher leaders, COVID contributed to a stronger desire for job stability and 
certainty in an uncertain world. And finally, a small number of participants talked about 
how the conditions created by COVID and school closures fostered new and necessary 
connections with their colleagues, which they described as an innovation in the way they 





A majority of participants (67%) indicated they needed to know how to develop 
capacity for learning and leading; while 53% of participants cited the ability to create 
support systems and structures. 
Teacher leaders were asked to describe what competencies they had or needed to 
develop to move into leadership positions within the charter network. In order to ensure 
the collection of the richest descriptions related to their perceptions of this, participants 
were asked to share how they developed their skills as a teacher and a leader. They were 
also asked to describe what skills one must have, learn, or develop to be considered for 
leadership positions at the network. In response, a majority of participants (67%) 
indicated they needed to know how to develop capacity for learning and leading, while 
53% of participants cited the ability to create support systems and structures. See 
Appendix J: Frequency Tables for Findings for a complete list of all competencies 
participants cited. 
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Develop Capacity for Learning and Leading 
When asked about competencies that are necessary for being a teacher leader in the 
Rowe Charter Network, 10 of the 15 participants (67%) interviewed for this study 
expressed a need to develop a capacity for both learning and leading. They talked about 
developing this capacity in two ways: by developing and focusing on their own internal 
capacities to learn and lead, and by building this capacity in their colleagues. 
Developing internal capacity. Developing internal capacity was described 
differently by different participants. Jessica reflected on her internal growth as a teacher 
leader, citing professional goal-setting around team-building and building relationships 
with colleagues. She shared that this is an area she has targeted for herself over the past 
few years, and she is confident that her internal work in this competency will serve her 
well as she takes on more responsibility moving forward. 
I think that I’ve worked really hard to, like, pinpoint something to work 
on each year, and I think the thing that I’ve worked on consistently is team 
building and, like, adult relationships in the classroom and in the school. So I 
think that every year has gotten better and I feel more comfortable having, 
like, difficult conversations with peers or, like, rebuilding a team each year. 
And that’s why this new role upgrade to team leader with the three grades I 
am excited about, although I’m a little bitter about because there’s no pay 
increase and a lot more responsibility, but I think it is an opportunity to like 
take three teams and do what I’ve done with our first grade team a bunch of 
years now and learn new personalities and see how they click and see what 
people’s strengths are and, like, work to get them to a place that’s functional. 
Nicole also talked about relationship building as an area of growth for herself. She 
shared that she has been really working on her interactions with other adults, specifically 
developing her capacity to be patient and not to make assumptions about what other 
adults do and do not understand. 
I will say a second big learning for me would be adult interactions. Like 
I’m still learning this. I will say the easiest part of education for me is 
students. I will say the hardest part for me is adults, because, I guess it’s 
because I had a job beforehand where I’m, the expectation was that you need 
to learn it, and you need to do it. And all the things that when I came into 




amazed by some of the questions that I hear sometimes around that, 
questions that are, like, really baffling to me. So that that that’s, that’s hard. 
In addition to relationship building, this idea of building internal capacity to learn 
and lead was talked about in terms of developing a leadership voice. For Emily, it was 
building confidence in her own data-informed decision-making with regard to the math 
curriculum for her students. 
I think if you asked me this when I first started here, I would have said I 
will absolutely follow the scope and sequence I am given. 100%. So, I think 
the ability that—I’ve been in the school for a while. I’ve had more of the 
guts, I guess, to challenge a little bit and I was able to prove, hey, this is 
what I’m going to do. I’m going to prove that the data is going to match it. 
And I was able to do that. It took a ton more work but it’s something that 
I’ve been pushing back every year at the end of the year saying like, the 
math needs to be fixed. The math needs to be XYZ. 
Developing capacity in others. Participants also discussed their ability to use their 
leadership to grow their colleagues’ practice. Samantha shared that she originally 
approached her teacher leader role as transactional, wherein she would serve as a 
communication conduit between her team members and her school leaders. Now in her 
third year as a teacher leader, she talked about building capacity in her team as a growth 
edge for herself and something she is conscious of developing. 
It’s kind of made me realize that being the teacher leader isn’t just 
making an agenda and making sure everyone, like, meets the deadline for 
their end of your order forms. Like, I am such a logistical person. So that’s 
where I thought it was, and what I thought was the bulk of the work. But it’s, 
you know, conversations with senior leaders, you know, about data cycles 
and what we can actually do as a teacher leader that’s helped me see like, the 
bigger part of it, and leading teachers to drive student outcomes and working 
with them to also build their capacities, so I’m not totally there yet. I still am 
on the logistical side most of the time, especially recently with this new 
learning environment but just learning from more experienced teachers and 
leaders, to, to show me the other sides of this teacher leader role. 
Lauren talked about building the capacity of others when her supervisor went out 
on leave and she heard her team members asking for opportunities to develop their craft. 
I knew that like when anybody went on leave or like there were issues 




about that, I just took it upon myself to just, like, set up like co-planning 
meetings with my team, like voluntarily. They didn’t have to do it. But every 
single one of them wanted to. They were like, yes, I would love your 
feedback. Can we meet twice a week? Can you come into my classroom? 
And so I was, like, willing to, like, take the time to do it because I know 
what it’s like to be on the other side and to feel really frustrated that, like, no 
one’s supporting me. Or even if like someone is, like, even just feeling it, 
like that’s a valid feeling. And so, I’m wanting to make sure that my team 
didn’t have that same frustration. And so, I think that’s really something that 
I brought to the table this year that I thought was really helpful for the team. 
Create Support Systems and Structures 
Over half of the study participants identified building support systems and 
structures as a competency necessary to be a teacher leader in the Row Charter Network. 
But this meant different things to different people. For Jennifer, support systems mean 
being provided with a curriculum or learning system that she can comply with. 
Because I’m very much a systems person, like a detail person. Having 
professional development where it’s like here is a program or a system that 
has been proven to have some sort of results and is worth attempting, in your 
own practice. And here’s exactly how to do it. Those are the PDs that I feel 
like have been more effective for me, as far as my learning style. 
For Samantha, it was about noticing her penchant for compliance and 
understanding that systems have feedback loops. In her case, she built her competency to 
adjust the system to best serve the desired outcome. 
It’s just the way that I was running the meetings. I think I am very 
compliant. Very, very compliant. So, I heard, this is the agenda and the 
protocol we need to use for this unpacking. So, we’re going to do this and 
then follow this agenda. And not that I would, you know, afterwards go 
rogue and do my own thing, but I learned that being compliant isn’t 
necessary if or isn’t always necessary. So, I saw what wasn’t working and 
switched it up accordingly to increase other voices and have more of a 
discussion. 
Brittany, too, talked about systems and structures in this way. For her, the feedback 
loops proved that her team needed the structure of clear agendas, and a routine they could 




And then once I saw those things actually working, I was more 
consistent with it, like, always send your team an agenda with, like, a pre 
work and documents, like, everything you want them to come to the meeting 
with and, like, supply them with those things, instead of, like, assuming they 
know where they are. So, once I was more specific and linked every link 
possible that they would need even though they probably didn’t know how to 
access things, it was just easier and more like, like quick and they felt more 
prepared with those types of agendas. 
Other participants spoke of systems and structures as they relate to data cycles. 
Stephanie, in particular, talked about data tracking as a discrete skill that exists within a 
larger system of academic leadership. 
If you’re moving into, like, an academic style leader, like a principal or 
an AP or a dean or something like that, it needs to—like, you have to have a 
skill in, like, data tracking. Like, you have to prove that you have, like, 
systems and organizations and just the day to day to data. Like, it all has to 
be surrounding that, like, world. 
Flexibility 
The need to be flexible was a theme that carried through a number of these 
interviews, and for six participants in particular, being flexible is a challenge. Ashley 
talked about this with regard to the pandemic and not having access to materials she 
normally has access to in her classroom. 
So, I feel like throughout the year, I’ve been more cognizant of the, you 
know, resistance inside me of, you know, not liking change and trying to be 
flexible, but I feel like the pandemic has really thrown that around and I’ve 
done a complete 180, because you have no option other than to be flexible. 
There are so many things—so many days, the first few weeks I would wake 
up and be like, Oh, I really wish I could push this out to my kids today, 
except there was a hard copy of a phonics sheet that was in the classroom. 
And it’s like, I don’t have that, like, let’s figure out not a plan B but a plan 
A, that’s just as good as that. 
This need to think flexibly and creatively was a competency that Megan brought up as 
well. She posited it in terms of mindset and how effective leaders, ones who can weather 
the storms, enjoy a flexibility that manifests as an openness to feedback and a willingness 




So, okay. Experience is number one, I think, to be in leadership, you 
have to be able to receive and give feedback. You have to be able to 
communicate with adults in a way that they’re receptive to what you have to 
say. You have to relationship-build with adults, you have to support adults 
and you have to be solutions oriented. You have to be flexible, be open 
minded, have a mindset, the best, all of those things. 
Open-mindedness came up for Lauren and Brittany as well. Lauren shared that by being 
flexible, one can better understand the perspectives of others. 
I’m making sure that I’m always coming with, like, an open mind. And 
like assuming positive intent, which can be difficult. Like as adults, we have 
fixed opinions on different topics. And so ensuring that, like, even if I feel 
really strongly about something, making sure that, like, I’m not quick to just, 
like, pass on someone else’s idea. But, like, listen and reflect on it first. I 
think it can be one of the most powerful things you can do in a leadership 
role, to really build, like, a respectful relationship with your team. 
For Brittany, the flexibility and open-mindedness about showing up as a leader 
came in the form of being accepting of change. 
 Just to always have an open mind and be ready for, like, anything that 
comes your way, whether it be a challenge or—and just be, like, open 
minded to change, like try not to resist change and, like, learn from it and 
grow from it. And that things—don’t take things personal. Because you’ll 
beat yourself up and it’s not like that at all. 
Having a Listening Orientation 
Related to being flexible and open-minded surfaced the theme of listening. 
Throughout these interviews, the teacher leaders spoke about the importance of leaders 
who listen and the importance of having voice and being listened to. Jessica reflected on 
her work as a leader who listens because it tempers her responses in the moment. 
I’m trying to listen more to teachers and not respond right away because 
I feel like as a teacher, not a teacher leader, your initial reaction if I was to 
just immediately, you know, talk badly about somebody or to sympathize 
with them or just be like, let’s figure this out. So I’m trying as a teacher 
leader to just listen more and then process it and be like, let me think that 




Sarah talked about the need to listen to resistance or naysayers. For her, listening 
proved to be time-consuming but well worth it because if teachers feel heard, they are 
more satisfied in their roles. 
I think they have to be really good listeners and very fair. And Hmm. 
They have to be ready to hear a lot of pushback. Because it’s not easy to 
launch lots of new initiatives or you know, keep people on track. But they 
also like they need to, they need to keep the teachers happy in a way so that 
they teach their best and yeah, I think those things, but it also seems like they 
also have to be willing to give up a lot of time because I feel like our leaders 
are always working. 
Giving teachers voice and ensuring they feel heard came up with Lauren as well. 
As a teacher leader, she felt it was incumbent upon her to listen for understanding as a 
sign of respect to her team members. 
I’m listening to feedback, not just asking for it, but actually hearing it 
and doing something with that feedback, or at least trying to and like letting 
your team know that they are being heard. And valuing those opinions, not 
just from like specific teachers, but all teachers. But I do think it’s just a 
level of that, like, I don’t dismiss anybody. I listen and I take the feedback 
that people give me. But I also am very firm in my own beliefs. And I 
always try to align my ideas to data and to very concrete evidence. And so it 
makes it easier to like argue for things that, like, I believe in. And I feel like 
that kind of allows other people to respect me at least on, like, a professional 
level. 
Nicole, on the other hand, shared thoughts on listening in regard to goal setting. She 
underscored the need to know what her teachers want and how to leverage their goals as a 
way to retain them. 
So, when you’re having coaching conversations with teachers, knowing, 
learning and knowing their trajectory, like where do they see themselves 
from five years, two years, three years, really invest in teachers that you 
want to keep there. 
Organizational Skills 
When interviewees were asked about what competencies they needed to be 




organization with respect to being detail-oriented. Emily referenced a personality 
assessment that was administered to all the teacher leaders in the network. 
I’m a 99% on that attention to detail score. I think my attention to detail 
really supported me in creating team agendas based off of the weekly 
updates. And for a really long time, a lot of my meetings were so many 
logistics and, like, just covering what was happening. 
Ashley shared her love for organizational tools and how that informed her desire to 
become a teacher: “So, it kind of went from being a pediatrician more to like, oh, I 
wanted to be a teacher. But at that point, it was more about the like, I love the supplies, 
I’m really organized, all of those things.” 
Technology was another area that surfaced through discussion. Jessica identified 
the need to use technology to organize herself and her team in order to efficiently 
complete tasks. 
I’m trying to streamline and simplify documents and Google Drive 
because it’s like that’s where you lose a lot of educators by, like, bogging 
them down with trackers and agendas and all the different places things live. 
So just organizationally. And, for example, you know, our team—our team 
is pretty organized. We only have three of us. So, it’s, we get things done 
pretty quickly. And so we’ll be told to do a task, and then we’ll do it. We’ll 
come up with the solutions. 
Similarly, Brittany reflected on how building her organizational skills transformed her 
team meetings. She shared that her organizational skills actually influenced her team 
members to stay at her school for another year. She talked about one team member in 
particular who noted that the team transformed from disorganized to very organized and 
how that impacted him. 
The team appreciated that, they appreciated that I would send them an 
agenda and be like, this is your pre-work. Like, everything was very specific, 
whereas the year before that, that teacher felt like it was very unorganized, 
very all over the place. You’d say you have a meeting, but then you want to 
follow through. He’s, like, this year, like, you stuck with it, you were 
consistent. You had a plan, you stuck with the plan you gave us, like, this is 




mind and like following through and not slacking is the reason why they 
stayed and felt confident in another year. 
Lauren’s take on organization included a remark about the difference between 
organization that builds capacity of teacher teams and organization that does the work for 
the teachers. 
So today, for example, um, we were in a grade team meeting. And the 
grade team leader is speaking about whatever and the response from one of 
the members on the team was: Can you send that as an email? Now, my first 
question is, as an adult with pen and paper or phone, why can’t you take 
notes? 
Approachability 
A few participants talked about the importance of being friendly and personable. 
Ashley discussed that being approachable drives relationship-building, trust, and 
collaboration. 
Um, teamwork and being really approachable, I think would probably be 
the number ones. Like 1A, 1B because those two kinds of feed into 
everything else. If, if you’re not willing to collaborate, you’re not going to 
hear a lot of voices. And, you know, everybody has so much knowledge and 
so much different knowledge. You know, approachable so that people feel 
comfortable sharing ideas. And you know, I just think if people aren’t 
willing to work as a team and collaborate, then that’s when people begin to 
feel like, oh, we’re doing this because that was what we were told. And it 
was, that’s how it’s going to be. Whereas in a teamwork approach, it’s 
hearing all voices out. 
Along the same vein, Samantha shared that being a teacher leader who is approachable 
and personable creates a learning environment conducive to collaboration and feedback. 
I think there needs to be—I don’t know how I want to phrase it—like, I 
think you need to be personable, you’re going to be working with so many 
different people and at all different levels and I think just being personable 
and having a professionalism may be in there with that, just being able to 
have conversations with a principal or being able to have conversations with 
another teacher leader. And so, building that solid team foundation, and I 
acknowledge I’m very lucky that I’ve had the team that I have. I know not 
everybody has the same grade team experiences. But just having that 




understand, or I disagree, has been helpful to make sure we are all we stay 
on the same page. 
Nicole, too, alluded to this competency in leadership by talking about approachability as 
an effective way to collaborate to get things done. 
Let me be clear, you should feel open enough to go to your leadership 
team to have conversations around things. But I think it’s how you present 
things. If you present an issue like it’s not now it’s off my hands you need to 
solve it, that’s different from asking someone to be a thought partner so that 
the work can go beyond you. 
Advocate for Professional Learning 
Most participants did not explicitly identify being an advocate for professional 
learning as a leadership competency they valued, but it did come up in a couple of 
instances. Jessica remarked that she has been voicing a need to look outside of the 
network for learning opportunities for more veteran teachers. 
Honestly, there hasn’t been a lot offered at our school that is mind 
blowing. Or that has pushed me. I think we give this feedback every year 
that there’s a lot of professional development targeted to new teachers, or 
logistical things that are the same every year. And so, it’d be nice if they 
listened to our need for external experts. But I think, I mean, you know, 
when you start out as a first-year teacher, you’re kind of just like, trying to 
soak up everything, and be like, I know nothing. Like, teach me everything, 
you know? My former school did make it a priority to do professional 
development externally. So, they’d send you to conferences, to put that on 
your resume, but also for your certification, you need those types of things. 
We really need more of that here. 
Megan, on the other hand, advocated for professional learning for all teachers to 
raise the bar by setting clear and high expectations for all teachers. 
Like, I want a school culture where leadership knows what it takes to get 
a teacher to become an exemplary teacher and they work night and day to 
make sure that all of their teachers become that. Just, creating an 




Summary of Finding #3 
Developing capacity for learning and leading, the ability to create support systems 
and structures, and the need to be flexible for success were the top competencies that this 
group of teacher leaders felt it was important to cultivate. However, practicing a listening 
orientation, curating organizational skills, and being approachable were all cited as well. 
And though many of the participants consider themselves to be strong advocates for 
professional learning, only two directly discussed it as a competency worthy of targeting 
as a person in a leadership position. 
Finding #4 
A strong majority of participants (73%) described they learned largely in informal 
ways by dialoguing with others and through observation.  
Teacher leaders were asked to describe how they learn. In order to ensure the 
collection of the richest descriptions related to their perceptions of this, participants were 
asked to recall and reflect on the learning experiences they perceive to have most 
effectively moved their practice. They were also asked to pinpoint what has felt most 
supportive in their learning and what has been challenging. In response, a strong majority 
of participants (73%) described having learned largely in informal ways by dialoguing 
with others and through observation. See Appendix K: Frequency Tables for Findings for 





Table 5.4. Outline of Finding #4 
 
FINDING #4  
 
A strong majority of participants (73%) described they learned largely in informal ways by 
dialoguing with others and through observation.  
 
Dialogue with others (11 of 15, 73%) 
● Informal conversation with colleagues 
● Coaching conversations 
● Difficult conversations 
 
Observation (11 of 15, 73%) 
● Classroom walkthroughs 
● Working closely with master teachers 
 
Trial and error (10 of 15, 67%) 
 
Reflection (7 of 15, 47%) 
 
Graduate school courses (5 of 15, 33%) 
 
Leadership development programs (5 of 15, 33%) 
 
Professional development sessions (5 of 15, 33%) 
Dialogue with Others 
As noted in the table above, a strong majority of participants described that they do 
much of their learning socially through discourse with colleagues. The findings here fell 
into three distinct categories: informal conversations with colleagues, coaching 
conversations, and difficult conversations. The participants talked about the importance 
of having people to bounce ideas off, to problem solve with, and to swap resources with. 
Informal conversation with colleagues. Jessica talked about this in terms of her 
team members, but specifically with regard to her co-teacher. 
[Ashley] has been very helpful. I feel very comfortable talking with her 
about my struggles or working on things and getting her feedback. So like 
having a strong peer to bounce ideas off of and be honest with you, like, 




were very clear about that or, you know, having someone that you trust to 
give you that feedback. 
In a co-teaching relationship, teachers work very closely. Ashley spoke about Jessica 
playing that role for her. 
We have those relationships where we can collaborate and push each 
other. Whether it’s in feedback from a lesson, that’s just a debrief or 
conversation, in our grade team meetings, in our data meetings, you know, 
we’re always talking about how to make things better. And, when I talk 
about [Jessica] and I collaborating, a lot of it does link back to like, the 
feedback cycles and observational cycles. [Jessica] and I also got to a point 
where we didn’t need to be charting everything in the Excel document. We 
were just having those conversations, right after a lesson. So, I think that 
started, you know, more of us doing it formally. And then it kind of became 
informal based on something formal. 
Amanda shared her need to debrief with a peer after professional development 
sessions, for example, to more deeply understand what she learned. 
Most supportive is when I have someone to talk about it with like after a 
conference. I like being able to talk with my team about what I’ve learned, 
and they are, you know, in a similar field where it’s—we’re teaching the 
whole school, and it’s the arts. It’s not a typical academic so I can talk 
through what I’ve learned with them bounce ideas off of them, or with other 
arts teachers I know in other schools, and sometimes with my supervisor at 
school, I’ll be able to talk with them about some of the stuff so that’s, that’s 
the most supportive thing. 
Stephanie talked about learning from feedback through discourse. She would ask 
how her team members felt their meeting went and revise the next one based on their 
feedback. There was very little oversight because of the Pandemic, so she felt she was 
able to really listen to and act on the ideas her team shared with her. 
So, they gave us Learning from Student Work, which was a relatively 
easy protocol. But I was able to, like change it and like, adapt it each week 
and, like, utilize the feedback from my staff, like, what do you want to see 
next time, like, implementing that? And then asking for that specific 
feedback, like, what did you think about that implementation? So, I was able 
to sort of, like constantly filter out, like, how I could improve that I, like, 
using the specifics of what people were asking for. So, if they were like, this 
meeting was great, but I wish I was in a breakout room or, like, just my team 
wanting to watch the video or something like that. Like, absolutely. That’s 




Then ask them how did that work? Was it actually okay? Or would you want 
to be something different? So, I think being given that opportunity to be 
flexible, but not because I was really given the opportunity, but because no 
one was really paying attention. 
Lauren learned from relying on one particular colleague very heavily. They shared 
an office and talked regularly. She felt those conversations deeply pushed her thinking. 
In leadership definitely, I relied a lot on [Nicole] when it came to, like, 
how to push myself as a leader, and so she and I are very close. So, I just like 
always, just have, like, open and, like, constant conversations with her. And I 
always appreciate her feedback and her suggestions. And so, between her 
modeling it and supporting me in, like, coaching I think was really helpful. 
Coaching conversations. Learning through coaching conversations came up as 
well. Sarah shared that she learns best through coaching conversations because it feels 
low-stakes but high-impact. 
So, I like working with coaches, the best. What I like about working 
with coaches is that it’s not evaluative and non-judgmental.... I like coaching 
relationships that are very collaborative. Coaching conversations keep the 
work focused. I would much rather focus on one sensemaking problem. And 
let’s all put our heads together. What are all the strategies we want to see? 
What if a kid says this? What are you going to say? How are you going to 
get this takeaway out of them? The rest of the framework I could do myself, 
but I want to engage in that intellectual conversation with other—with my 
colleagues. I really like doing that and I think we should do more of that. 
And Emily talked about the relationship she had with her former principal. Through 
conversations and one-on-one meetings, she felt heard, known, and developed. 
When I started, I had a principal for two years before she got promoted. 
And in those two years, like, I had conversations with her. She remembered 
everything I said to her, she showed me what’s right, what’s wrong to do, 
how to fix it. She was my mentor those years. 
Difficult conversations. A third way participants experienced learning was 
through practicing difficult or complicated conversations with peers. Jessica, for 
example, shared this regarding following through on a task: “I’m good at follow-through, 
but I’m trying to be better at it. If I say I’m going to do something, to do it, or follow up 




Amanda related it directly to teacher retention. She shared that she cannot control 
others but she can control herself and how she responds when team members are 
communicating that they are feeling overwhelmed. 
One of my team member’s is very good at speaking up for herself. And 
there were sometimes when she was like, oh, the situation has felt 
overbearing, or it’s too much for me, either because of me or because of 
other people. So, then I had to really take to heart, like, people operate very 
differently. And I can’t change that, but I can change how I operate and how 
to make this the best situation for them. Because we have great teachers and 
I don’t want me to be the reason that anyone leaves. 
Jennifer talked about difficult conversations in terms of how to respond when a 
colleague says something negative. 
So that’s probably my other piece of advice is, like, be ready for 
dissenting opinions that might be really hard to hear and always have a way 
of reminding yourself that like, it’s probably not personal.... I think it’s hard 
to know, like, what you shouldn’t take personal because it is a criticism of 
the system that you’re upholding versus what you do need to take personal 
because it would make you a better person, a better leader, a better teacher, 
whatever. If you did take someone’s advice and change something about 
your own leadership style, or your own teaching style, or whatever. 
And Megan talked a bit about learning to have difficult conversations as well. 
I feel like I’ve been put in situations that I’ve been forced to kind of like, 
talk to or have difficult conversations. I’ve been coached to have them. I’ve 
been able to lead intellectual prep meetings. I’ve been given really good 
feedback, from coaches and the outside sources that come in to observe. So I 
feel like I’ve definitely grown. And I’ve taken a lot of weight on this year. 
But I still feel like there’s more room to grow always. 
Observation 
Though a strong majority of participants (73%) described that they learned largely 
in informal ways by dialoguing with others, an additionally strong majority of 
participants described learning largely through observation. Emily recalled an experience 




observations of her sister’s trials and tribulations and how they were addressed by 
specialists and by her parents taught her a great deal about what it means to teach. 
I became a teacher because my younger sister is learning disabled and 
growing up and watching her go through the challenges of school. She didn’t 
talk till she was like five or six. So, after school, speech therapy classes were 
something that she was doing multiple times a week and it got into the 
routine where I started attending them with her and basically watching her 
grow up and the challenges she faced, watching my parents interact with her 
teachers, and the relationships that my parents made with her teachers and 
the positive things that they were doing for my sister really impacted me it’s 
something that like people don’t understand, but I never considered another 
career. 
When participants talked about observation, they tended to frame it in two ways: 
through classroom walkthroughs and by working closely with veteran teachers whom 
they considered to be master teachers. 
Classroom walkthroughs. Classroom walkthroughs were defined by participants 
as specific blocks of time in their day to walk into classrooms and observe other teachers 
for limited bursts of time, usually visiting three to five classrooms for 12-15 minutes 
each. They found this model to be useful in learning how to provide feedback to their 
colleagues and in refining their own teaching practice by picking up new strategies and 
ideas to integrate into their classrooms immediately. Lauren found this practice of 
walkthroughs to be very effective for her own learning. 
The biggest things with me were, like, going into classrooms, observing 
other teachers asking questions. And so just I think, really paying attention 
to, like, what other leaders who I like, admire and respect and work very 
closely with has helped me to grow in my own practice. 
Samantha shared that sitting in meetings does not have nearly the power of seeing 
teachers teach and being able to apply learning to practice immediately. 
Whenever we got to observe another teacher and especially like, in my 
own grade band, or at least teaching a subject that I also teach. I always 
found that to be a really valuable experience and the best opportunity to like, 
take things that I see being effective, because a lot of other, professional 




seeing something completely applicable to my own practice. And oftentimes, 
unfortunately, our meetings are something not applicable to my own 
practice. And so being able to see something applicable but also see it in 
action, those have always been the most powerful for me. 
Sarah, too, noted that walkthroughs provided her with fresh ideas and new learning 
that was immediately applicable to her own practice as a teacher. She also reflected on 
shifting her lens from classroom teacher to grade team leader. 
I like to say that the walkthroughs—I think lately I’ve been doing it 
from a leader, like a teacher leader perspective, but as a grade team leader, I 
wasn’t doing that a lot. But even in that role, every time I walk into a 
classroom, I’m thinking about ideas that I could take back to my own 
classroom. I really like that. 
For Jessica, the walkthroughs and short visits to her colleagues’ classrooms helped 
her focus on something she wanted to work on herself. She used them as opportunities to 
deeply study a skill or strategy of her own choosing. 
I definitely think, like, the walkthroughs, and, like, peer-to-peer 
observations, informally have been the most helpful because it’s, like, we did 
a couple of cycles on our first grade team and it’s, it’s, it does feel a lot 
better when you’re in control of what the observer is looking for. And you’re 
in control of what you want them to pay attention to. Because it just feels 
like you’re, like, pinpointing something that you need to work on and then 
having, like, feedback from that. It’s also been helpful to, like, to see in other 
grades, the same subjects that I’m teaching. So, for instance, we did a 
walkthrough of kindergarten sensemaking, first grade sensemaking, second 
sensemaking and that was helpful just to see the trajectory of where the kids 
need to get and where they’re coming in at. 
Working closely with master teachers. Whereas classroom walkthroughs afford 
the opportunity to see multiple teachers in action over a short period of time, working 
closely with master teachers affords the opportunity to build a collegial relationship with 
one teacher for a duration of time. Participants found this equally helpful to their 
learning. Ashley talked about how being able to watch Jessica teach day in and day out 
was consistent professional development she has engaged in for the past three years, and 




I also do like when I’m observing a master teacher. I love watching 
[Jessica] teach. And that’s why I think I can do, you know, during this whole 
COVID time I have taken on CGI Math for all the sped kids. So even though 
I never really, you know, once in a while, led it in school now I’m leading it 
every day for a small group. Because I’ve been watching [Jessica] do it 
every day, and just watching her do it and engaging with it. You know, that’s 
PD. 
Jennifer talked about how fortunate she hs been to have worked closely with three 
former teachers who are current leaders and how much they positively influenced her 
own teaching. 
I think my biggest teacher development has been learning from veteran 
teachers who have stayed at the school, my co-teachers, or other people in 
my department. If I hadn’t taught with [my now principal] for two years, I 
would not be the teacher that I am. And if I hadn’t had [my academic 
director] as my coach for a year as my department chair for like, three years, 
I wouldn’t know nearly as much as I do. Um, so I think like that has to be 
definitely the biggest impact on my ability to teach. In fact, sometimes I like 
stop, especially nowadays, when I can see myself teaching. I stop and I have 
to think like, did I just do something that is, like, one of the typical 
mannerisms that [my now principal] uses? I don’t know if you knew one of 
our former principals? She always did like, these like hand motions, like this. 
And sometimes I still seem to find myself like doing stuff like that. My God, 
that’s a [former principal] move. Um, so I definitely learn from other 
teachers. 
Mike, on the other hand, talked about regularly observing his supervisor to learn 
how to lead. 
I remember like, I highly appreciate [my supervisor] and like seeing her 
interact or navigate circumstances. That, that in itself, taught me to do the 
same and, to, to be a better leader, to navigate circumstances, to be prepared 
for questions or push back and how to handle that. How, how to frame 
everything and how to just build efficacy. 
Similarly, Lauren discussed how she regularly observed other leaders she respected to 
learn to lead. 
As far as leadership in the school, um, again, like two years ago, I was a 
grade team leader. And the year before that [Nicole] was a grade team 
leader. And so, following in her footsteps certainly are big shoes to fill. But 
she always, like, models what it looks like to be a strong leader, what it 
means to hold teachers accountable, and make sure that they are not 




respect and appreciate about her. And so, thinking about, like, how I can use, 
like, that knowledge to make sure that I’m supporting, like, my team. 
Trial and Error 
Related to observation, participants remarked that they might see another teacher 
teach a certain way and decide to try it out for themselves. Sometimes it works and 
sometimes it does not, but they shared that they feel comfortable taking those kinds of 
risks in their classrooms and with their teams at the Row Charter Network. Participants 
also referred to this as learning by doing. Mike talked about this very succinctly both in 
his role as a teacher and as a teacher leader. 
I need to experience the moment. So that’s what, that’s what in itself 
helps me learn best. Like, I just need to experience it. And once I experience 
it, I know that next time or even before next time, I can mitigate possible 
negative outcomes or improve potential positive outcomes. 
Brittany talked about this in terms of her being new to the teacher leader role. Being 
successful with a certain type of agenda encouraged her to continue using it. 
I guess being in that new leader role and I guess, like, hearing the 
experiences of other people of, okay, this is what’s worked. And then I gave 
those things a try. And then once I saw those things actually working, I was 
more consistent with it. Like, always send your team an agenda with, like, a 
pre-work and documents, like, everything you want them to come to the 
meeting with. Like, supply them with those things, instead of, like, assuming 
they know where they are. So, once I was more specific, and linked every 
link possible that they would need, even though they probably know how to 
access things, it was just easier and more, like, like quick. And they felt more 
prepared with those types of agendas. 
Lauren talked about being thrown into a teaching situation at the last minute and 
being forced to learn on the job while relying on skills she gained from a previous career 
that she found she could apply to the classroom. 
So my second year, I was supposed to be co-teaching sixth and seventh 
grade and then the sixth grade teacher wound up quitting in December. And 
then, the new teacher was let go after, like, three weeks. So, I kind of, like, 
just took over sixth grade history. It was kind of like that sink or swim 
moment and it just pushed me into, like, the role. And I think it was the best 




confident in front of a class and like managing a classroom. Off the record, 
bartending was a huge help when it came to classroom management. 
Honestly, it’s like, what do you think about patience, like, trying to talk to 
people who don’t want to be heard? Managing large crowds and seeing 
everything in a classroom? Like, I joke about it. I feel like everybody should 
be a bartender for a year before they go into teaching. Just because 
classroom management to me was always very, like, straightforward. 
For some participants, trial and error is not a one and done proposition but more of 
a learning cycle that is never over. Stephanie talked about it as a way to develop her 
teaching practice over time. 
I think so much of my growth is just from doing, like, just doing the 
lesson three times, like from just being a sixth-grade teacher, like having it. 
Just the practice, practice, practice aspect of it. And I, that wasn’t really 
taught. Like it just I had to crash and burn so many times to learn how to not 
crash and burn. I really truly think that’s the piece that’s missing from, like, 
all educator programs. Why is student-teaching the last semester of it? Like, 
you need to, you need to crash and burn a little bit and figure out how to pick 
yourself up and dust yourself off. It’s different every year, you’re gonna 
have new kids every year. And so, it’s not, you don’t just get to, like, rinse 
and repeat. Like you have to rinse and, like, re-strategize and how is this 
gonna work and it’s never over. 
Sarah reiterated the benefit of teaching the same lesson more than once as a way to 
learn and improve. 
And so, I had two classes. I had a morning class and an afternoon class. 
And so, I taught everything twice within the same day, which is a really 
great opportunity for a new teacher to be able to reflect on and refine your 
practice that same day. Like it’s not like you have to wait until next year to 
try it again, I was able to refine the lesson that day, which was, which was an 
amazing opportunity for my first couple years. 
Reflection 
Participants also spoke of learning by reflecting, and many of them noted that 
though they feel this is very important, they don’t often carve out the time for it. Lauren 
used her interview for this study as an example. 
I always enjoy, like, reflecting on my teaching. And I’ll probably 
continue to think about, like, all of your questions for, like, the next month 




me awhile to process and, like, continue to think about, but I think it’s 
important to, to like, think about, like, ways that, like, oh, here are areas 
where, like, I could have said this, or I don’t do this and I shouldn’t be doing 
this. So, I think, like, just always reflecting on, like, what I feel like is strong 
teaching and like what it looks like to be a good leader. I think conversations 
like this should happen more often. 
Sometimes, reflection came up in these conversations as something that is done 
automatically. Mike talked about this phenomenon. 
I’ve learned, so, my ability to reflect on moments in my life that—that 
lead me to, to think about, like, what happened? Or what did I just do? Yeah, 
I feel as though I’m, I’m reflective on moments that happened. And try to 
make shifts based on them. 
Jessica, however, spoke of reflection with regards to equity and the differences between 
her own background and her students’ backgrounds. 
I feel like as a teacher, the behaviors and kids we’ve had in our 
classrooms has really made me reflect and educate myself on how to 
continually provide social emotional support to students, especially in the 
city. And, in students that have very different backgrounds that I grew up 
with, so it’s caused me to do a lot more research and education but, like, also 
a lot more listening to families and listening to, like, what their situations are 
and how they want help. What they feel comfortable revealing to you. 
Formal Learning 
While most participants cited informal learning experiences such as those 
exemplified above as most fruitful, there were some formal learning experiences 
discussed throughout these interviews as well. These experiences include graduate school 
courses, leadership development programs, and stand-alone professional development 
sessions. 
Graduate school courses. The graduate school courses that participants referred to 
spanned traditional master’s level programs to continuing education courses. Ashley 
reminisced about being in school herself. 
I love being a student. We always joke around like that I would love to 
go back to, you know, grad school again and get another degree, kind of 




hours, and I’m learning about something, someone’s giving me the facts. 
And I can kind of then internalize it and turnkey that into my classroom. 
Elizabeth talked about the critical thinking that formal graduate courses provide for 
her as a practicing teacher who is White in a school that predominantly serves Black and 
Brown students. 
Grad school has been huge, in, like, cracking open my mind as to, like, 
the type of teacher I am, what I value. Like, I don’t know how I got into this 
class at this time—timing is everything, right? But I’m in an actual 
multicultural feminism class right now. Oh my God, but we just read The 
Bluest Eye, and, like, just really thinking about thinking critically about 
teaching black and brown children. And like, what does that look like? And 
then what does it look like for me as a White person, from, you know, 
outside of Boston, and coming, coming into that identity, and really like 
exploring my identity? 
For Stephanie, this feedback loop of learning in graduate school to apply theory to 
practice in her classroom and then come back to her graduate school class with new 
questions and insights was where her learning happened. 
It was really important for me to do my master’s while working full 
time. So that way, my classroom was like my lab and I could bring that back 
to, like, my classroom at TC, and really theorize and strategize about that. So 
I think by just having that really diverse community of educators like people 
outside of my work bubble to sort of talk with, like about instructional things 
with was really helpful Like, being able to work with my people in my 
classroom at my school who really deeply know this situation, as well as 
people who know nothing about it, but I read this thing and this is really 
helpful for me, like both sides of that coin helped me sort of like make more 
informed decisions, I guess, or at least have a different option to choose 
from. 
Some participants developed relationships with professors through graduate school. 
Lauren shared a particular relationship that was important to her learning. 
Relay Graduate School for Special Education certainly had a huge 
impact on, like, my thinking around the special education system in general. 
The Dean of Education was my, like, direct professor and her, like, assistant 
worked alongside her. And they were just true master teachers, and they, 
like, modeled everything that you would want to see in a classroom so 
naturally. And, like, it was, it was incredible and, like, the way that they 




to take what they were doing and take those skills and kind of reiterate them 
into the classroom. 
Nicole also spoke about a specific professor that developed her thinking and her practice 
around differentiation in the classroom. 
And then the final thing that I think has helped me as a learner was the 
Reading and Writing Project through Columbia. There is a person that works 
or that at least used to work for that program, Cornelius Minor, and he was 
one of the coaches that I worked under. And there has been no one else in 
the world that has strengthened my lens of differentiation the way that man 
has, and he made it seem like something that every teacher should be doing 
for every single student in a way that it wasn’t a heavy lift. And so I guess 
I’m often confused when people think that differentiation is a heavy lift, 
because it just never felt that way for me and my personal experience, but 
I’m very thankful for all little experiences, some of which I experienced at 
Row, and some of them I experienced as an educator overall. 
Leadership development programs. Interviewees talked about formal learning 
via specialized programs both offered internally as a Row Charter Network leadership 
pipeline program or externally through a partnership with New Leaders, a national not-
for-profit leadership development organization that supports school leaders, aspiring 
school leaders, and teachers. Jessica talked about the program internal to the 
organization. 
I think the program has been supportive in the fact that there’s a place to 
go to that is not our principals, to voice concerns of leadership or voice 
situations that we need assistance with. Like, just, like, not even, like, a 
support system or support group. It’s, like, more just like, there’s a place to 
go to be, like, hey, I’m having this issue and like, I want to brainstorm how I 
can get through it as a teacher leader. 
The programming through New Leaders, the external organization that Row partnered 
with, came up several times. Mike talked about his learning about efficacy as a mindset 
issue related to teaming and belief in the school’s mission. 
And I do believe that the New Leaders opportunity that I took this past 
year was something that, like, added the word efficacy to my vocabulary. 
You know, I wasn’t—I wasn’t thinking about efficacy as a teacher or as a 
team. I always thought like, if you’re on a team, you just buy in, like, 
because, like, how are you getting paid by an organization, but you’re not 




For Brittany, the program was also about learning to build a team and to build adult 
relationships with colleagues. 
This past year, being in that New Leaders Program has definitely pushed 
me to come to meetings with a different lens and be prepared to have 
different types of conversations that may arise. And I didn’t have that skill 
before. I didn’t think of things to say in another way or building like that 
sense of trust and relationships with teachers across the grade team. So, I 
definitely grew in that sense. 
Lauren expressed a desire to participate in the New Leaders program. She talked about 
wanting to focus on leadership development and skill building around giving feedback to 
other teachers. 
I would love to be like the New Leaders program possibly or some other 
program where I’m developing like in a leadership role around coaching. 
Especially because like with our supervisor out on maternity leave this year, 
I wind up, like, voluntarily, like, stepping into the role of coaching the team 
because they didn’t have much in regard to coaching. And so I didn’t realize 
how much I genuinely love giving feedback and like working with teachers 
on, like, their practice. And so this year really opened my eyes to, like, okay, 
I kind of have more of a vision of what I want to do moving forward. And so 
next year, that’s kind of the goal is to like, build on the leadership side of my 
teaching career. 
Other non-credit bearing programs came up as well, such as what Nicole shared 
below. 
 I had the opportunity to attend a program called NATE, and I love that 
program so much, not because I’m like, they teach you anything that’s like, 
beyond my practice, but I think in general, I’ve never experienced a program 
where you use research, you look at case studies, you come inside of a class, 
and you actually discuss the case study and use that as a platform to kind of 
push your thinking as an educator. I never would have thought of that. 
Because in traditional professional development you stand in front of the 
classroom and give this statement. And then everybody’s sitting in there and 
they’re watching a facilitator. So, I think that was a really mind-blowing 
experience 
Professional development sessions. These interviews surfaced two strands of 
thinking around professional development. They differentiated between in-house sessions 




conference locally or, in some cases, nationally. The preference was for external 
opportunities. Jennifer talked about this idea below. 
But also, valuable has been the outside of school professional 
developments that I’ve gone to, I guess probably the in-school ones too, but I 
tend to take those a little more for granted and they don’t have as much of an 
impact because they are shorter. And I often have other things on my mind 
when I have, like, an afternoon PD for an hour as opposed to I’m going to 
the Charter Center or whatever and I’m spending an entire day there like I’m 
able to give my brain power to something. So, the outside of school 
professional developments have also had a large impact on my teaching. 
Amanda agreed and provided a specific example of attending a national conference. She 
talked about the relevance of the content and the experiential nature of the learning. 
I feel like every time I go to one of the conferences that I have to travel 
to, I attend many sessions that are like that. And sometimes I will see a 
bunch of great activities that will target the skills that I’m trying to teach and 
a fun new way. So, I’ll do those. And the way most of those work is we will 
do the activity, like, the leader of the workshop will do the activity with the 
whole group of adults. We’ll be up out of our chairs, there’ll be a dancing 
game or a game moving around the room, singing and doing the activities. 
And then we’ll sit down, and they’ll go through the packet and say here, 
here’s the background for all that and I’m, like, this is great. So, I’ll bring 
home the packets and go through my Google curriculum and place the new 
stuff throughout the year. Here’s where this will work, here we can do this 
activity. 
Samantha, however, described an in-house session that really stuck with her because she 
found it to be directly applicable to her own classroom work. 
One big one sticks out, I think it was last year, but on one of our 
network learning days. I went to a guided reading session. I was never really 
taught how to do guided reading. We just kind of, like, guessed, like, there 
was no formal instruction there. So, I was doing some form of guided 
reading, but it wasn’t, it was just what I had interpreted it to be. And then a 
teacher from [another Row school], had gone to a guided reading training. 
And she presented that to us. And that was, for sure, an aha moment and it 
was, like, super simple. Breaking down guided reading and the way we can 
phrase it to make these skills more transferable. The way it was broken down 
and the way it was presented was something I could apply the very next day. 
And that doesn’t always happen in like our network days or professional 
development, sometimes it’s just like, this wasn’t really helpful. But this was 




can change it the next time I teach guided reading. And that really, really 
helped me understand my own guided reading instruction. And then I 
showed that to my team as well. And everyone was like, Oh, cool. 
Summary of Finding #4 
This fourth and final finding showed that a strong majority of participants (73%) 
described that they learned largely in informal ways by dialoguing with others. This 
dialogue occurred through informal conversation with colleagues, coaching 
conversations, and what participants characterized as difficult conversations. A strong 
majority also described learning through observation. These participants described 
observational learning happening through either classroom walk-throughs or working 
closely with master teachers on a consistent basis. Additionally, the data surfaced that 
participants perceived they learned in informal ways through trial and error and 
reflection. Some participants also felt they learned in formal settings such as graduate 
school courses, both in service of a degree and as continuing education opportunities. 
They furthermore discussed formal leadership development programs that they have 
participated in both internal to and external to the Row Charter Network. Finally, they 
shared the kind and quality of professional development they find most beneficial. 
Summary of Findings Chapter 
This chapter presented the four major findings uncovered by this study. The 
findings were organized according to the research questions. Data from individual 
interviews and a focus group revealed research participants’ perceptions vis-à-vis their 
experiences as teachers and leaders in one charter network. As is typical of qualitative 
research, extensive samples of quotations from participants were included in the report. 
By using participants’ own words, I aimed to build the confidence of readers by 




The first finding in this study was that the teacher leaders interviewed in this one 
particular high-attrition environment indicated that they were motivated to stay by the 
fact they liked and respected their colleagues. The same number of participants cited 
positive school culture as a contributing factor to their remaining in the system. The 
second finding in this study was that these teacher leaders perceived that the COVID-19 
pandemic fosters school innovation. The third finding in this study highlighted certain 
competencies that teacher leaders felt they needed. The competencies that appeared most 
often were (1) to know how to develop capacity for learning and leading, (2) to create 
support systems and structures, and (3) to be flexible for success. The fourth finding 
illustrates that these teacher leaders perceive they learn more through informal learning 
experiences, specifically through dialoguing with others and through observation. 
However, some participants cited formal learning experiences as well, namely, graduate 
school, leadership development programming, and non-contiguous development sessions. 
In an effort to seek deeper meaning from these findings for analysis, I aligned each 
research question with the major findings statements and then proceeded to answer the 
central question of the study: Why do some Millennial teacher leaders stay in high-
attrition environments when so many of their colleagues leave? The answers became the 
analytic categories that were used to frame the findings for analysis and interpretation. 
The narrative that surfaced from the findings was that Millennial teacher leaders are 
motivated to stay because of collegial relationships and working in a positive school 
culture (Analytic Category 1). The way in which the Pandemic contributed to their 
decision to stay for the 2020-2021 school year was through opportunities to be innovative 
(Analytic Category 2), as did a desire to learn and lead in informal ways (Analytic 
Category 3). Findings were then analyzed through these analytic categories as shown in 









ANALYSIS, INTERPRETATION, AND SYNTHESIS OF FINDINGS 
Introduction 
Purpose 
The purpose of this study was to explore with 15 Millennial educators, in an urban, 
high-poverty charter network, the factors that influenced their decision to stay and 
progress as leaders within the context of a high-attrition environment. My hope as a 
researcher was to understand what, if any, experiences contributed to their longevity in 
the organization, how COVID-19 played into their decision to remain with the network, 
and what learning they perceived necessary to move up in the organization. My further 
hope was that this study may yield insights into how to more effectively retain Millennial 
educators in hard-to-staff, high-needs schools in an effort to stem the teacher attrition 
rates in those schools. 
Research Questions 
The following are the four research questions that guided this study: 
1. What motivates participants to stay in the network? 
2. In what ways, if any, has the pandemic contributed to their decision to stay? 
3. What learning do participants perceive is needed to move into leadership 
positions within the charter network? 





These research questions were largely satisfied by the findings presented in Chapter V. 
Findings 
The four major findings uncovered through the interviews were as follows: 
1. A strong majority of participants (73%) indicated they were motivated to stay 
in a high-attrition environment by the fact they liked and respected their 
colleagues; while an equal number (73%) cited the positive school culture as a 
contributing factor to their remaining in the system. 
2. A slight majority of participants (53%) indicated that the COVID-19 
pandemic fosters school innovation. 
3. A majority of participants (67%) indicated they needed to know how to 
develop capacity for learning and leading; while 53% of participants cited the 
ability to create support systems and structures. 
4. A strong majority of participants (73%) described that they learned largely in 
informal ways by dialoguing with others and through observation. 
This chapter provides analytical and interpretive insights into the findings that were 
presented in Chapter V by trying to explain why the participants responded as they did. 
The data I captured during the interviews represent just a snapshot of what the 
participants said they experienced during certain moments in time, as they reflected on 
why they stay. The data were sorted to offer possible categorizations that could be further 
tested and examined, and that hold implications for theory building and practice. Whereas 
the Findings chapter provided data in small narrative segments aligned to individual 
research questions, this chapter combines the individual parts to create a cohesive, 
holistic view of the research phenomenon. Hence, the following three analytic categories 
that were introduced at the end of the findings chapter to facilitate this process: 





2. Staying because of opportunities to be innovative 
3. Staying because of the desire to learn to lead and to do so in informal ways 
These analytic categories have enabled me to seek deeper meaning from the 
findings. This chapter is organized around these categories, beginning with an analysis of 
what the participants described, followed by an interpretation of the findings grounded in 
the literature on teacher retention, positive school culture, teacher leadership, and adult 
learning. Following the discussion of the interpretation of the findings, I will revisit the 
assumptions underlying this study that were introduced in Chapter I, present 
contributions to the literature, and provide researcher reflections. 
Categorical Groupings 
After careful analysis of participants’ descriptions of their experiences, I was able 
to categorize them into three qualitatively distinctive groups: the Proactives (7), the 
Reactives (3), and the Reformers (5). 
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These three groups, or categories, are based upon the three pathways to teaching that 
participants described during their interviews. The limitations of data collected make it 
impossible to determine the extent to which these pathways might influence retention of 
teacher leaders in more general terms. However, each group—Proactives, Reactives, and 
Reformers—will be described below, and will be used to analyze why these particular 
teacher leaders chose to stay in a high-attrition environment when so many of their 
colleagues chose to leave. 
The Proactives 
The Proactives were previously described in Chapter V as those who were “born to 
teach.” These participants repeatedly referred to teaching as a calling and, in some cases, 
noted that this manifested as a savior complex, meaning that they chose to enter the 
profession expressly to “save” high-needs, Black and brown children, at least initially. 
These participants were often inspired by the teachers they encountered throughout their 
childhoods and the safety and security they felt when they returned to school for a new 
year and could still visit with their former teachers. The Proactives actively sought out 
teaching experiences in their youths, such as babysitting, tutoring, and working as camp 
counselors. Later, they actively sought out undergraduate schools that specifically 
boasted education programs. Most of these teacher leaders went directly from 
undergraduate into a master’s program for teaching. For this group, any other career 
would be unthinkable. They are loyal to the profession, to their schools, and to their 
students. 
The Reactives 
In the Chapter V participant profiles, the Reactives were portrayed as those who 
“fell into teaching.” This is the smallest group. These participants shared that, like many 
Millennials, they felt a little lost upon graduating from college and were not sure what 




simply to land a dependable paycheck. Another was floundering and, at a party one 
evening, serendipitously got recruited to teach through small talk with a friend in human 
resources at a charter school. A third graduated undergrad with a degree in psychology 
but had little interest in being a psychologist. She had heard she could teach and work a 
second job as well to pay off her college loans expediently, so she applied to a position at 
the Row Charter Network. In all cases, the Reactives interviewed for this study shared 
that, though they feel warmly toward their students, what motivated them to stay were 
external factors ranging from the desire to be upwardly mobile to the fact that Row was 
subsidizing graduate school tuition to needing to wait for the next thing to fall in their 
laps and just biding their time until it does. 
The Reformers 
The Reformers were characterized in Chapter V as individuals who “never wanted 
to be a teacher.” They either had other career aspirations, such as to be an actor or a 
musician, or shunned teaching as a profession because they saw first-hand from family 
members what a thankless job it could be. These people who had no interest in becoming 
teachers, and in some cases actively fought against that destiny, managed to come to it 
anyway. They talked about the low pay, the never-ending work hours, the students in 
crisis, and the tremendous responsibility they shoulder as voices for their students and for 
the other teachers on their teams. These participants have developed a deep love for 
teaching in spite of being career changers or ending up in teaching against their better 
judgment. Their loyalty lies with their students first and foremost. They like their schools 





Analytic Category 1: Staying Because of Collegial Relationships and a Positive 
School Culture 
This analytic category will be used to analyze my first research question: What 
motivates participants to stay in the network? Throughout the findings, teacher leaders 
identified both intrinsic and extrinsic motivations that they perceived had contributed to 
their tenure in the Row Charter Network. As noted in Chapter II, for Millennials, people, 
culture, collaboration, and community matter (Deal & Levenson, 2016). This study’s 
findings directly aligned to that notion, as the importance of both relationships with 
colleagues and positive school culture were indicated as the top motivating factors for a 
strong majority of participants. Furthermore, the findings were strongly resonant of Ellie 
Drago-Severson’s interpretation of Winnicott’s holding environment, an environment 
that is supportive, promotes risk-taking, and is dependable (Drago-Severson, 2004, 2009, 
2012a, 2012b, 2016). 
While motivation to stay manifests slightly differently among the Proactives, the 
Reactives, and the Reformers, there are commonalities among the groups. Having friends 
at work was certainly an incentive for retention. Related was a sense of belonging that 
having friends at work provided. As participants described the ways in which they were 
motivated to stay in this high-attrition environment, it became apparent that these factors 
included: (1) developing professional relationships with colleagues, (2) developing 
personal relationships with colleagues, (3) feeling part of a community, (4) feeling trusted 
by leadership, and (5) having a sense of autonomy. Each of these motivating factors will 
be analyzed through the lens of the Proactives, Reactives, and Reformers. 
Table 6.2 represents the variations in the ways the Proactives, Reactives, and 
Reformers perceived how liking and trusting their colleagues motivated them to remain 
in a high-attrition environment. This motivation surfaced through the way they described 




developing personal relationships with colleagues. In both cases, these relationships were 
perceived as very important to the participants and served as an incentive for them to 
renew their contract with the Row Charter Network year after year. 
 
 
Table 6.2. Variations in Perception of Collegial Relationships as Motivation for Staying 
Across the Proactives, Reactives, and Reformers 
 
Teacher Leader Category Name Comments 
The Proactives 
 
Actively sought out and 
developed professional 
relationships because it 
positively benefited their 
own teaching. 
Jessica Jessica and Ashley both talked about how much they 
valued their co-teaching relationship. They are so 
attuned to one another’s teaching styles and have 
learned so much from each other that both women 
admitted a big reason she stays is because the other 
one stays. 
Ashley 
Sarah Sarah shared that the teachers she works with are 
thoughtful and push her practice every day. 
Jennifer Jennifer talked about how much she appreciated her 
colleagues and especially early in her teaching career 
contributed greatly to her learning and development. 
Emily  Emily explained how important it was to her that she 
and her colleagues are aligned philosophically, that 
they share the same vision and desires for their 
students. 
Stephanie  Stephanie described her colleagues as “stellar” and 
how “monumental” it is for her to work with and 
learn from these fellow teachers. 
Lauren Lauren also credits her colleagues with teaching her 
how to be “exemplary.” She talked about how 
fortunate she was to share an office with incredible 




Actively sought out and 
developed personal 
relationships because it 
made going to work more 
fun. 
Chris Chris described having friends at work as being very 
important. For him, it was not just about developing a 
work relationship with his colleagues, but actual 




Table 6.2 (continued) 
 





colleagues to challenge 
themselves and improve 
themselves as people. 
Samantha Samantha shared that she “loves” many of her 
colleagues and with their support has learned and 
grown and figured out what works for her regarding 
work life balance.  
Elizabeth Elizabeth also used the word “love” when describing 
her coworkers. She feels they have pushed her and 
challenged her to be her true self. 
Nicole Nicole used the word “trust” and talked about bonds 
she had created with some of her colleagues that were 
deep and meaningful.  
 
Development of professional relationships. Though all three groups of teacher 
leaders acknowledged the importance of having colleagues that improved their teaching 
practice, for the Proactives, this was a major goal of their relationships with their 
colleagues. This group actively sought out and developed professional relationships 
because it positively benefited their own teaching. Proactives shared multiple examples 
of having benefited from being mentored by more veteran teachers when they were 
novices. Ashley illustrated this point well when she was talking about her relationship 
with Jessica and she said, “We can challenge each other without it ever being, like, a 
hostile or judgmental kind of deal, which pushes both of our practice because, you know, 
we both have different lenses and different expertise.” The Proactives could not imagine 
aspiring to be anything other than a master teacher and so sought out and developed 
professional relationships with teachers they respected as a way to hone their craft. 
The Reformers, too, sought out these professional relationships, but the findings 
illustrate that their motivation for developing these relationships was not limited to 
professional development. This group seemed to actively forge relationships with 
colleagues to challenge their own assumptions and to improve themselves as people. 




holistic in nature. Elizabeth captured this notion when she stated, “I finally have 
colleagues that I really feel like are creative thinkers, who push me and challenge me, as 
well as, like, encourage me to, like, be authentic.” 
Development of personal relationships. Throughout my findings, the significance 
of the social interactions among colleagues came up as a motivator for staying. All three 
groups remarked upon and appreciated the friendships they had made throughout their 
time at the Row Charter Network. In some cases, they noted that they are still close to 
teachers who formerly worked at the Row Charter Network but have since moved on to 
other schools or networks. Emily, a Proactive, shared, “I think one thing about [Row] is 
we have great employees. I’ve had some great relationships with people that have moved 
on, whom I still stay in touch with.” 
The Reformers build on that feeling by using the word “love” when talking about 
their colleagues. This group cares deeply for their fellow teachers and leverages these 
relationships to grow personally. Samantha described this notion when she said, “I just 
really love a lot of the people that I work with, and I could see that I’m learning a lot and 
figuring out what works for me.” 
For the Reactives, however, the social piece of their experience, namely, having 
fun, was perceived as critical to their job satisfaction and retention. They described 
texting with each other throughout the day and grabbing lunch together. Chris 
underscored this when he said, “You probably hang out after work at a happy hour, and 
probably everyone is group chatting about what you want to do over the weekend. So, I 
feel like that is really important.” In this context, the group chatting he is referring to is a 
cell phone application that allows multiple people to text simultaneously, creating a 
virtual group discussion. Thus, the Reactives seem to approach relationship-building at 
school as a way to make friends with others who understand teacher life and can relate to 





Table 6.3. Variations in Perception of Positive School Culture as Motivation for Staying 







Motivated by a culture 
that provides a sense of 
belonging and 
professional respect in 
the form of autonomy 
and flexibility. 
Jessica Jessica was proud to share that her school retains the most 
teachers in the network because of what she called “positive 
peer culture.” She noted that students know what teachers 
they will have the following year and that is comforting. 
Ashley Ashley talked about a strong peer culture as well as a sense 
of belonging and a sense of community. She also felt trusted 
by her leadership to make decisions with explicit 
permission. 
Sarah Sarah felt strongly about how inclusive the school culture is, 
the feeling of community, and she felt trusted to make good 
decisions for her students. 
The Proactives 
(continued) 
Emily Emily talked about the Sunshine Committee, the team she 
chaired to bring cheer to teachers on special days. She also 








Chris Chris reflected on the family-type culture of his school and 
feeling validated when leadership publicly recognized his 
value. 
Brittany Brittany described being part of a learning organization and 
feeling invested in. It’s important to her that her supervisors 
have recognized and acknowledged her worth. 
The Reformers 
 
Motivated by a culture 
that provides teachers 
with the gift of time and 
the support to be 
excellent.  
Amanda Amanda cares a great deal about being trusted to deliver 
instruction the way she wants to. She looked for a place that 
would give her the freedom to plan her own curriculum. 
Samantha Samantha talked about culture in terms of being trusted to 
use her time for what she needs to use it for as opposed to 
being mandated to complete certain tasks during her prep 
periods and after school. 
Elizabeth Elizabeth brought up flexibility and the positive culture 
created when teachers are just left alone to do their work 
without being micromanaged. 
Megan Megan shared that she appreciated a school culture where 
leadership really invests in  all of their teachers and lets 






Positive school culture. All three groups of participants spoke at length about the 
importance of positive school culture and how it has informed and motivated their 
respective decision-making vis-à-vis staying or leaving their teacher leader roles at Row 
Charter Network. This came through when they spoke about feeling a sense of belonging, 
feeling trusted by their supervisors to do the right thing for their students, and feeling as 
though they had some autonomy in their day-to-day decision-making. Though the 
Proactives, Reactives, and Reformers all agreed that positive school culture was a strong 
motivator for retention, their reasoning behind that perception somewhat differed across 
the groups. The analysis in Table 6.3 suggests that the Proactives are motivated by a 
culture that provides a sense of belonging and professional respect in the form of 
autonomy and flexibility, whereas the Reactives appear to be motivated by a culture that 
provides professional recognition and validation. The Reformers, in contrast, seem to be 
motivated by a culture that provides teachers with the gift of time and the support to be 
excellent. 
Being part of a community, sense of belonging. Maslow (1968) was among the 
first to say in his Hierarchy of Needs that the need to belong was a major motivator. 
Here, the Proactives were the most vocal about the significance of a sense of belonging. 
For them, this meant having a strong peer culture. Both Jessica and Ashley used the term 
“peer culture.” Ashley expressed this sentiment when she said, “We have a strong peer 
culture that we’ve built. It’s definitely, like, created from within. And we work really 
hard at it, to have a network of teachers that we can trust and rely on.” 
The Reactives, too, appreciate the sense of community. Teaching can feel isolated 
and lonely. Chris shared, “Like if you’re having a bad day with a class, I know I could 
just pop into a space where I know everyone and everything will be seemingly a lot 
better. So I think the community for sure.” For Brittany, this community was created by 
opportunities to meet with and learn with teachers in other grades and from the other 




moments where, like, they make you not stay in your grade and go explore other grades 
and teachers. Because if I just stayed in third, I would have no idea who the other 
teachers are. So, I like that, that builds a nice community culture.” 
Reformers, however, did not really talk about a sense of belonging specifically. 
They spoke more generally about how they appreciated that yelling was frowned upon 
and that the community is made up of teachers who are truly there for the students. 
Amanda’s statement that “it’s a pretty good open community, open lines of 
communication” is emblematic of how this group addressed the bottom rung on 
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, by somewhat taking it for granted. 
A feeling of being trusted by school and district leadership. Here, too, there was 
overwhelming evidence in the findings that being trusted by supervisors and senior 
leadership definitely contributed to these teacher leaders’ desire to stay. The Proactives 
perceived this trust in their classrooms and on their teams by being given the freedom to 
make their own decisions. They were not interested in being micromanaged. 
The Reactives perceived this trust very differently. They discussed their need to be 
recognized by school leadership often through public praise. They equated trust with 
validation. Chris explained this, saying, “I think that’s why I wanted to, like, do 
something like lead a team, because I was fishing for some sort of extra validation or 
some sort of extra importance.” 
The Reformers did not talk much about trust specifically, with the exception of 
Amanda, when she stated, “Yeah, I do feel like there’s a lot of trust for me. I don’t feel 
like anybody’s breathing down my neck.” This idea of no one breathing down their necks 
is fleshed out more in the next section on Autonomy. They did talk about time, how they 
wished they had more of it, and what a commodity it is. When they were given time to 
plan, to look at student work, or to build their classroom bulletin boards (or virtual 




Autonomy. Autonomy and its companion, flexibility, came up again and again in 
the findings. All three groups identified these factors as highly motivating and very 
important to their impression of the adult culture at their schools. For the Proactives 
especially, autonomy and flexibility provided a sense of belonging in the form of 
professional respect. Ashley said, “I think this goes back to the autonomy thing. I feel 
supported when I’m trusted to make decisions for my students. I feel supported when I 
know somebody trusts me to make the right decision.” Having the autonomy to make 
decisions really speaks to these teacher leaders’ desire to feel respected as professionals. 
Furthermore, there were statements across all three groups similar to Chris’s, a Reactive, 
when he shared, ‘I feel like with my position, I have, like, a lot of autonomy. And I feel 
like that is something that I definitely value.” As Wenner and Campbell found in their 
2017 study, providing autonomy can result in retention. This autonomy seems to align 
with a need to professionalize teaching in ways that create a positive culture of respect. 
Summary of Analytic Category 1: Collegial relationships and positive school 
culture. What motivates participants to stay in the network? These findings point to 
collegial relationships and positive school culture as strong motivations, but when looked 
at through the lens of the three categories of teacher leaders, the reasons behind these 
motivations vary. The Proactives seem to be motivated by collegial relationships because 
they positively benefit their own teaching. They also appear to be motivated by a culture 
that provides a sense of belonging and professional respect, specifically in the form of 
autonomy and flexibility. The Reactives, however, conveyed that they developed 
personal relationships with colleagues because it made going to work more fun, while at 
the same time defining positive school culture as one that provides professional 
recognition and validation. The Reformers seemed to forge relationships with colleagues 
in order to improve themselves as people. They were additionally motivated by a culture 





Analytic Category 2: Staying Because of Opportunities to be Innovative 
This analytic category will be used to answer my second research question: In what 
ways, if any, has the pandemic contributed to their decision to stay? The pandemic 
COVID-19 has informed teaching in myriad ways. The findings of this study convey that 
for this group of teacher leaders, COVID fostered innovation in teaching and learning. 
These teacher leaders were teaching and leading in ways that were very new to them. 
Overnight, they became entirely dependent on technology to deliver instruction and to 
manage the teacher teams they were leading. They were forced to think differently. The 
findings suggest that innovation occurred in three areas: (1) student experience, 
(2) teaching and planning, and (3) teacher leadership. Each of these areas of innovation 
will be analyzed through the lens of the Proactives, Reactives, and Reformers, as was the 
process for Analytic Category 1. The table below provides more detail on the variations 
of perception of opportunities for innovation informed by the circumstances created by 
COVID-19. 
 
Table 6.4. Variations in Perception of How Innovation as a Result of the Pandemic 
Contributed to the Decision to Stay Across the Proactives, Reactives, and Reformers 
 
Teacher Leader 
Category Name Comments 
The Proactives 
 
Saw opportunities to 
innovate as leaders 
through planning and 
coaching teachers 





Jessica Jessica felt like it changed how teachers plan and how 
they interact with kids. She and her team also had to 
create new classroom management protocols for 
remote learning.  
Sarah Sarah talked about her need to innovate as a leader by 
going from leading her own small school-based team 
to suddenly leading a cross-school team that was 
double the size.  
Stephanie Stephanie felt that the pandemic created conditions 
that suddenly made her seen and valued as a leader, 
which moved her to innovate around how she was 




Table 6.4 (continued) 
 
Teacher Leader 
Category Name Comments 
The Proactives 
(continued) 
Lauren Lauren was also moved to innovate around how she 
was leading her team and coaching them virtually. She 
talked about it being new for her, new for them and 
the opportunity to think differently. 
The Reactives 
 
Saw opportunities to 
directly connect his 
students experiences to 
the social climate of 
2020. 
Chris Chris talked about innovation with regard to his own 
teaching and curriculum. He leveraged the new remote 
learning environment as a way to deliver content that 




Saw opportunities to try 
new instructional 
practices in the 
classroom. 
Amanda Amanda felt that the remote learning environment has 
challenged her to think of ways to engage students in 
learning, without being physically with them. 
Elizabeth Elizabeth shared that the cancellation of state tests 
created freedom to innovate in her classroom and to 
privilege learning experiences there had not been time 
for previously.  
The Reformers 
(continued) 
Nicole Nicole talked about technological innovation in 
the classroom and identifying ways that pandemic 
practices could be applied to brick and mortar 
school later on. 
Megan Megan felt that the pandemic required her to see 
her teacher leader role differently and presented 
new coaching and leadership opportunities. Those 
new opportunities encouraged her to stay because 
it gave her a chance to try out new processes in 
the classroom. 
 
Student experience. The Reactives and the Reformers both identified ways that 
the pandemic led them to innovate around the remote student experience. These groups 
talked about planning tasks and instructional activities that never would have occurred to 
them had things been “normal.” Many teachers struggled with student engagement 




instruction. Chris, a Reactive, talked about having the flexibility to directly connect his 
students to the current social context. He said, “Tomorrow, I have some flexibility to talk 
about systemic racism. I never would be able to talk about that in, like, a school setting.” 
The Reformers spoke of student experience in terms of education technology. They 
were interested in what pieces of the new way of learning might be useful when and if 
things return to normal. Nicole, for example, cited Google Classroom as a tool to 
continue using beyond COVID. Amanda dialed guest speakers from across the country 
into her Zoom-based virtual classrooms, which she said she never would have thought to 
do before. Her students found it very engaging to hear from these experts. And Elizabeth 
talked about the effect of high-stakes testing being suspended due to the pandemic. She 
said, “No more testing. We stopped. And then we just taught. When we just taught 
poetry, we got to chat with our students.” The idea of chatting with students came across 
as an innovation as well. 
Teaching and planning. The pandemic informed teaching and planning for the 
above student experiences in multiple and innovative ways. For the Proactives, this meant 
that they were very concerned about the level of rigor in online classrooms and how they 
could plan to increase it. Jessica explained it this way: “We’re definitely planning good 
lessons, but they’re not great. And that’s not because we’re not trying very hard and 
we’re not highly educated. It’s because there’s only so much six-year-olds can do by 
themselves.” 
This challenge of innovating and being thoughtful about what is developmentally 
appropriate for different age groups came through with the Reformers as well. Amanda 
shared, “I have to figure out okay, how do I do something different but still get across the 
same curriculum and the same joy?” It was a challenge that motivated her to stay and to 
figure it out. 
Teacher leadership. Innovating as teacher leaders was a thread that arose with 




leaders through planning and coaching teachers remotely in this new remote learning 
environment. Some of this innovation derived from being given more responsibility all of 
a sudden. Sarah shared, “Before that I was leading my own little bubble team of teachers, 
and now I’m leading meetings for 15 to 18 teachers at a time.” Similarly, Stephanie 
noted, “All of a sudden we’re switching to online learning and all of a sudden, I’m 
incredibly crucial to the community and my thoughts and opinions are taken more 
seriously.” 
The Reformers, on the other hand, were less likely to refer to leading their teams 
and more likely to perceive the opportunity to innovate around teacher leadership by 
innovating in their own classrooms. Elizabeth talked about curricular innovations she 
planned to make: “I’m going to start embedding more identity-based research for the 
kids. They really like searching in their own histories because it’s like so clear that they 
have such big voices and they just want to express themselves.” By innovating at the 
classroom level, the Reformers model new practices for their team members and lead by 
doing. Reactives, though, did not address teacher leadership in their comments. 
Summary of Analytic Category 2: Staying because of opportunities to be 
innovative. In what ways has the pandemic contributed to their decision to stay? These 
findings point to the opportunity to innovate being a strong retaining force. When 
examined through the lens of the three categories of teacher leaders, however, the 
perceptions of innovation in these circumstances vary. The Proactives saw opportunities 
to innovate as leaders through planning and coaching teachers remotely for this new 
remote learning environment. The Reactives saw innovation as a chance to directly 
connect the student experience to the socio-political climate of 2020. Finally, the 
Reformers perceived the opportunity to try new instructional practices in the virtual 
classroom as innovative. The pandemic forced all three groups to think about teacher 
leadership differently. The chance to be innovative and creative seemed to have increased 




Analytic Category 3: Staying Because of the Desire to Learn to Lead in Informal 
Ways 
This analytic category will be used to answer my final two research questions: 
what learning participants perceive is needed to move into leadership positions within 
the charter network (Research Question 3) and how participants describe how they 
acquired that learning (Research Question 4). The findings, as seen in Chapter V, 
illustrate that these teacher leaders desire to develop a capacity for learning and leading 
both within themselves and within others. Furthermore, they desire to develop this 
capacity in two ways: through dialogue with others and through observation. The 
literature on informal learning supports these findings. There appears to be a particular 
alignment with Ellie Drago-Severson’s (2004, 2009, 2012a) Four Pillars of Leadership 
Development, explained in detail in Chapter II. These areas of developing capacity for 
learning and leading through (1) dialogue and (2) observation will be analyzed through 
the lens of the Proactives, Reactives, and Reformers. The table below provides more 
detail on the variations of perception of the desire to develop capacity for learning and 
leading. 
 
Table 6.5. Variations in Perception of How to Develop Capacity for Learning and 

















Jessica Jessica shared that although there is a lack of clarity around the 
teacher leader role, she’s been able to set developmental goals 
for herself that have helped her build her own leadership 
capacity. 
Ashley Ashley talked about how the autonomy she’s been given has 
allowed her to learn how to design curriculum that meets her 
students’ needs. 
Sarah Sarah described how she learns from feedback and uses it to 
refine her leadership practice so she can build the capacity of 













Emily Emily spoke of building her capacity to voice her opinion to 
school leadership and to defend her decisions with data.  
Stephanie Stephanie talked about developing her capacity by really 
understanding her strengths so she could leverage them for her 
team. 
Lauren Lauren described learning to identify gaps and stepping up to 











Mike Mike shared that he was not given the opportunity to take on a 
teacher leader role for the 2020-21 school year. 
Chris Chris shared that his teacher leader role had been eliminated for 
the 2020-21 school year due to budget cuts. 
Brittany Brittany shared that she applied for a supervisory position at her 












Amanda Amanda spoke of learning to delegate and really understanding 
her own limitations as a person and a mom of a young child. 
Samantha Samantha talked about developing her capacity to lead 
purposeful meetings, more than just task lists and event 
planning. 
Nicole Nicole also talked about understanding her own limitations and 
learning to set realistic but ambitious goals. 
Megan Megan shared that her learning and development is possible 
because her leadership believes in her and supports her. 
 
Develop capacity for learning and leading. The analysis in Table 6.5 indicates 
that developing capacity for learning and leading was perceived differently by the three 
different groups. The Proactives appear to have a vested interest in developing their 
capacity for learning and leading to build capacity in others. This group perceived their 




student outcomes. Jessica explained this when she shared, “I’m constantly working on 
my observation and evaluation skills of like, how to give feedback to peers, how to read 
how people want feedback.” Feedback, in her view, moves teacher practice, which 
directly benefits students. 
The Reformers, on the other hand, appear to have a vested interest in developing 
their capacity for learning and leading to build their own internal capacity. Nicole, for 
example, said, “A big learning for me would be adult interactions. Like, I’m still learning 
this. I will say the easiest part of education for me is students. I will say the hardest part 
for me is adults.” The assumption that adults know how to teach or design curriculum or 
implement a strategy has caused frustration on the part of the Reformers. Developing 
their internal capacity to build relationships and to understand the limitations of their 
peers in addition to deeply understanding their own limitations as leaders is what this 
group talked about. 
The most notable outcome of the analysis was that in the case of all three 
Reactives, they were not given the opportunity to continue their learning via leadership 
development. Mike was forced to step down from his teacher leader position, Chris’s 
teacher leader position was eliminated due to budget cuts related to the pandemic, and 
Brittany was passed over for a promotion. All three groups, however, identified dialogue 
with others and observation as ways that they learned and led informally. 
Dialogue with others. Per the findings, the participants felt they did their learning 
primarily by talking to their colleagues. Through informal conversations, coaching 
conversations, and difficult conversations, these teacher leaders were able to grow and 
develop their skills and knowledge. The Proactives described this learning as having 
started formally with careful scaffolding and then, over time, becoming informal. When 
Ashley, for instance, explained how she and Jessica were able to collaborate so well, she 
said, “So I think that started, you know, more of us doing it formally. And then it kind of 




make sense?” This group was able to see a value in internalizing formal structures in 
order to coach other teachers or to engage in difficult conversations. Once these 
structures had been practiced enough times, they became more authentic and less formal. 
The Reactives did not touch on dialogue with others, but the Reformers did. Megan 
shared that “as an adult learner, the most important thing for me is intellectual prep and 
having that discourse with other teachers. Just talking and the collaboration is very 
important.” The Reformers, in contrast with the Proactives, did not derive their informal 
dialogue with colleagues from formal learning experiences. This group really focused on 
the informal conversations that happened spontaneously in coaching meetings or in the 
hallway. Nicole, when describing being coached by her principal, stated, “He just asked 
me guiding questions to kind of get the thinking going, and then we’d work through like, 
whatever I landed on and then he’d be like, okay, now practice that.” 
Observation. Observation, like dialogue with others, was a second conduit for 
learning that came up in many of the interviews. As shown in the findings, interviewees 
discussed classroom walkthroughs and working closely with master teachers as the most 
useful ways to develop themselves as teachers and as leaders. The Proactives cited peer-
to-peer observations and sitting in on lessons taught by teachers who were very highly 
reputed as their preferred methods for learning. They appreciated opportunities to watch 
teachers with a wealth of experience, particularly teachers they had relationships with. 
Jessica, Ashley, Jennifer, and Stephanie all explicitly named teachers they learned 
specific teacher actions from. 
The Reactives talked about observing their supervisors and learning by watching 
them have difficult conversations or model ways of leading. Mike was talking about his 
supervisor when he shared, “I highly appreciate her and like seeing her interact or 
navigate circumstances. That in itself taught me to do the same and to, to be a better 
leader, to navigate circumstances, to be prepared for questions or push back and how to 




team leader, “it was more of a gradual release where she used me, like, I watched her, 
and then we like co-led, and then I did it on my own with my team, so using those 
moments were definitely powerful.” 
For the Reformers, observation was an inherently selfish tool. They seemed to want 
to learn but to learn in the correct context so they can easily transfer the learning to their 
own context. Samantha shared, “Unfortunately, our meetings are something not 
applicable to my own practice. And so being able to see something applicable but also 
see it in action, those have always been the most powerful for me.” Megan underscored 
this when she stated, “I think other teachers definitely inspire me to be my best self on a 
daily basis, whether that’s just walking by a classroom seeing students on point, like that 
motivates me to make sure my kids are on point.” 
Summary of Analytic Category 3: Staying to learn because of the desire  to 
lead in informal ways. According to this analysis, participants perceived that developing 
competencies to learn and to lead was most effectively done through dialogue with 
colleagues and through observation. The Proactives developed capacities that they felt 
allowed them to lead their teams more effectively and thus increase the effectiveness of 
the teachers on their teams. The Reactives most appreciated learning from and observing 
supervisors, but were not, however, given the opportunity to continue developing as 
leaders after the 2019-20 school year. The Reformers developed capacities that allowed 
them to work on themselves and were most interested in dialogue with others and 
observation as a means to improve their own practice. 
Interpretation 
The rich insights culled from analyzing interview data from these 15 Millennial 
teacher leaders in a high-attrition environment are explored in this interpretation section. 




Analysis section above. These explanations are aligned with the literature and my own 
experience. The interpretation is organized using the same analytic categories that were 
utilized in the Analysis section of this chapter. 
Analytic Category 1: Staying Because of Collegial Relationships and a Positive 
School Culture 
In the analysis section above, collegial relationships and a positive school culture 
were two constructs that were useful for analyzing the findings for this case study. I am 
going to use these constructs again for the interpretation of the findings. The 
interpretation is grounded in five discussions: (1) developing professional relationships, 
(2) developing personal relationships, (3) being part of a community, (4) being trusted by 
senior leadership, and (5) autonomy. 
Developing professional relationships. The importance of developing 
professional relationships manifested in different ways for each group of participants. 
The Proactives, who described teaching as a calling, built professional relationships to 
improve their practice as teachers and as teacher leaders. They leveraged the holding 
environment to carve out the space for collaborative learning “where educators support 
and challenge each other to grow” (Drago-Severson, 2009, p. 7). For them, these 
professional relationships helped them see themselves as professionals. They take their 
work very seriously and get very frustrated with colleagues that do not. This aligns with 
the notion that a teacher’s decision to stay in a high-poverty school may be connected to 
the Proactives’ strong sense of mission and their disposition for hard work and 
persistence (Freedman & Appleman, 2009; Haberman, 1995, 2005). Their professional 
relationships provided them with comrades in arms. The Proactives are warriors, working 
to improve student outcomes and to legitimize teaching as a career.  
The Reformers, who described teaching as a last resort, built professional 
relationships to improve themselves. They seemed more interested in professional growth 




The Reformers eagerly engaged in Drago-Severson’s (2004, 2009, 2012b) Four Pillars of 
Leadership—Teaming, Providing leadership roles, Collegial inquiry, and Mentoring—as 
channels for building professional relationships, but their motivation was not contained to 
becoming better educators. They are more interested in relying on these relationships as a 
way to support the greater good, possibly beyond a school. 
The Reactives, who ended up in teaching serendipitously, were not particularly 
interested in developing professional relationships. Though the Reactives interviewed for 
this study had all been teaching for at least three years, they spoke about teaching and 
leading in a more transient way than the other two groups, as if they still did not know 
what they wanted to be when they grew up and so were not as keen on or as motivated by 
professional relationships as the Proactives and the Reformers. 
Developing personal relationships. Looking at the development of personal 
relationships across all the groups surfaced a common thread of desiring to be friends 
with colleagues. Building off of Kahn’s (2001) notion that adults who experience strong 
emotions often need intentionally supportive settings wherein they can process their 
experiences, the trauma of working in a high-attrition environment and working with 
high-needs students requires a social outlet with people who can relate to that experience. 
For the Reactives, this social component is particularly pressing. The Reactives need to 
feel understood by peers in an informal way. The professionalization of their work is less 
important to them than the social release they get from texting with friends who are 
experiencing the same work trials and tribulations as them. The feeling of being in it 
together is a motivating factor for this group. 
The Reformers, too, found deep motivation in these relationships, but the lines 
between professional and personal were very murky for them. This group seemed most 
typically Millennial in terms of their desire to work for socially responsible organizations 
that do good (Deal & Levenson, 2016). Their interest in these relationships lies in 




and when they leave education, they can transfer their skill sets and relationships to their 
next industry. The Proactives, though, did not surface the social aspect of their collegial 
relationships much, which leads me to believe that their interest in these relationships is 
more clinical in nature, more directly tied to the work of teaching and leading. 
Being part of a community, sense of belonging. Given that the Proactives are 
more interested in forging professional relationships with colleagues than personal 
relationships, it stands to reason that, for them, being part of a community is synonymous 
with a peer culture. As a group, they are committed to Ellie Drago-Severson’s pillar 
called collegial inquiry: Discourse that encourages self-reflection and thoughtful 
examination of our own assumptions and perspectives (Drago-Severson, 2004, 2009, 
2012a, 2016; Drago-Severson et al., 2013), as those assumptions and perspectives pertain 
to their work. 
The Reformers, as well, are committed to collegial inquiry, but are motivated to 
examine their own assumptions and perspectives to increase their own self and social 
awareness beyond the limits of their work. For them, the sense of belonging is cause-
driven, meaning they are compelled by doing good; the context is not as important as 
their participation in the movement. As Deal and Levenson (2016) explained, Millennials 
are committed to their organizations when they enjoy their work, can develop themselves, 
get along with their colleagues, and believe their organizations are having a positive 
impact on the world. 
The Reactives, though, find their sense of belonging through their personal 
relationships, as discussed in the previous section. They are looking to vent, commiserate, 
and connect on a more emotional level, and thus depend on their community to provide a 
shoulder to lean on or an ear to listen. This group seeks out and is motivated by human 
connection. They are motivated to share war stories and to rely on each for validation as 




Trust and autonomy. In both the findings and the analysis section above, a feeling 
of being trusted and the desire for a high degree of professional autonomy went together 
hand in glove. So, for the purposes of the interpretation, they have been combined. As 
mentioned earlier, in Chapter II, Harris et al. (2014) suggested that building trust to 
achieve a positive school culture consists of respect, recognition, and risk. This trust 
manifested most clearly in the form of freedom to make autonomous decisions. All three 
groups of teacher leaders were more motivated to stay if they felt trusted by senior 
leaders. These teachers do not want to be micromanaged. Furthermore, they do not want 
to comply with mandates if the purpose of those mandates is unclear or non-existent. As 
noted in Chapter I, Millennials are deeply motivated by having a voice, having choice, 
and having opportunity. They desire to contribute to ideas, to strategy, and want to play 
an active role in the management and implementation of their work (Feldman et al., 
2019). Using Harris et al.’s (2014) identification of respect, recognition, and risk as the 
ingredients of trust to build positive school culture, it is clear that to the Proactives, trust 
and autonomy are signs of the professional respect they so strongly crave. To the 
Reactives, trust and autonomy are signs of the recognition and praise that sustain them. 
To the Reformers, trust and autonomy indicate that they are safe to take risks in their 
work, that they can learn by trying and failing, and that the ultimate show of trust is being 
given time to plan these risks without fear of reproach. Table 6.6 conveys how trust was 
interpreted by each group of interviewees. 
 
Table 6.6. Trust as Interpreted for Categorical Groupings of Participants 
 
The Proactives (born to teach) Respect   
 
  TRUST The Reactives (fell into teaching) Recognition   




Analytic Category 2: Staying Because of Opportunities to be Innovative 
The analysis section of this chapter illustrates how the Pandemic provided 
opportunities for innovation that compelled these teacher leaders to stay. As such, 
opportunities to be innovative will again be used, this time to interpret the findings. The 
interpretation is organized into three discussions: (1) student experience, (2) teaching and 
planning, and (3) teacher leadership. 
Student experience. Though students are not the explicit focus of this study, it 
goes without saying that the student experience is the driver for teacher retention. Most 
teachers talk about how important their students are to them, but this idea of innovating to 
improve the student experience in a remote setting is specific to this time. As the 
Pandemic directs decision-making around when school can be in-person and when it 
must be online, some teachers are taking risks and pushing boundaries for their students. 
The Reactives and the Reformers, because of their willingness to take risks and their 
comfort with technology, are leveraging remote learning to try to change education. The 
Reformers especially are searching for practices and strategies that they can transfer from 
the remote world to the brick-and mortar=world as a way to integrate 21st century skills 
into the student experience. 
The Proactives, however, are more wedded to the traditional model of teaching. 
Interesting them in innovation requires some convincing. They like to feel competent. 
The move to remote learning made them question their competence and, thus, their status 
as teacher leaders. In fact, when talking about the transition to remote learning, Jessica 
said point blank, “It stinks. I think it robs us of everything that I love about teaching. It’s 
changed how we interact with kids, you know.” This group cares deeply for students, but 
relishes control. The opportunity for innovation clearly resonated much more strongly 
with the Reformers for that reason. 
Teaching and planning. The new normal student experience due to COVID-19 




planning for that experience. As noted above, the Proactives were less eager to adapt to 
the virtual classroom space, and though they continued to hold high expectations for their 
students, they struggled with figuring out how to deliver instruction effectively. They 
were frustrated by not having access to their classroom resources and by not being able to 
provide their students with manipulatives. They were also frustrated by having to launch 
and practice a whole new set of classroom routines, like how to mute yourself, how to 
participate in a classroom discussion, and how to create breakout rooms for small group 
instruction. This frustration further highlights how this group is more professionally 
satisfied when they feel they have more control. As a group, they are uncomfortable with 
ambiguity and slower to innovate. 
The Reformers, in contrast, thrive on autonomy in tandem with ambiguity. In a 
space where there is no right answer and everything is about taking risks to see what 
works, this group flourishes. Where the Proactives seemed hyper-focused on individual 
lesson planning for themselves and their teams, the Reformers are motivated to think 
longer term about innovations they can integrate into a remote setting that will be 
applicable and easily transferable to in-person learning. This creative yet pragmatic 
approach underscores this group’s desire to be agents of social change beyond whatever 
conditions they may currently find themselves in. They are both planning for the present 
and the future, thinking about teaching more fluidly than the Proactives and still placing 
the student experience at the forefront. 
The Reactives aligned more closely with the Reformers than the Proactives, but 
their innovations were less strategic in nature and more spontaneous. They planned for 
and tried out new practices as a way to keep themselves excited and engaged. They were 
less focused on learning from their innovation to apply it to any long-term planning and 
more focused on the day-to-day need to engage their students on an online platform for 




Teacher leadership. In the literature review found in Chapter II, teacher 
leadership is presented as a vehicle for a better learning environment for students and 
increased student achievement. This results in a positive school culture for teachers, 
which reduces teacher turnover (García & Weiss, 2019d; Kahlenberg & Potter, 2014; 
Ladd, 2011). For the teacher leaders in this study, COVID-19 shined a light on 
innovation through leadership as a particularly important motivation to stay. Both the 
Proactives and the Reformers cited opportunities to innovate as leaders that were a direct 
result of the pandemic. 
For the Proactives, their leadership work tended to continue along the same vein, 
just on a larger scale. They went from leading school-based teacher teams of 3-6 to 
leading cross-network teams of 15-20. Though leading these larger teams was more 
responsibility, it also garnered them more professional respect. They found that many of 
the clear and consistent teaming routines they had developed for their small teams were 
scalable. Though they would have preferred more direct instructions from their 
supervisors, this helped them limit some of the ambiguity around their new leadership 
responsibilities and, thus, limited the innovation that was required of them to the realm of 
leading in a virtual environment. 
The Reformers, too, had to scale up their leadership in many cases, being called 
upon to shift from school-based leadership to cross-network leadership. Interestingly, 
though, they did not feel that was a heavy lift. They were happy to be tasked with more 
responsibility and less oversight, given the chaos that the pandemic created for their 
direct supervisors. They were also busy innovating in their own classrooms, as mentioned 
above in the Teaching and Planning section of the Interpretation. Because they thrive on 
ambiguity and autonomy, they tried out new and creative ways to engage their students 
and then shared those with their teams to lead by example. Instead of exerting control and 




discomfort and to problem solve first at the micro-level of their own classrooms before 
introducing change to their larger teams. 
The Reactives did not provide much data related to their teacher leadership during 
the pandemic. Their mindset came across as more survival-focused than leadership-
focused. The analysis seems to indicate that their concerns about themselves, their 
families, and their own individual classrooms made them wary of leadership during this 
time. The analysis indicates that they feel overwhelmed and unable to really leverage 
their status as teacher leaders in any meaningful way. Additionally, it is worth noting that 
this time was also when they were told they would not be teacher leaders for the 
2020-2021 school year. It is likely that that news impacted how they taught and led, 
informing the data collected for this study. 
Analytic Category 3: Staying to Learn to Lead in Informal Ways 
The above section was an interpretation of the Pandemic-informed innovation in 
teaching and leading. The analysis section of this chapter conveys how opportunities to 
more generally learn and lead in informal ways motivated these teacher leaders to stay on 
in a high-attrition environment. The discussions below are structured to interpret the 
findings. They examine informal learning through (1) dialogue with others, and 
(2) observation. 
How teacher leaders learn—Informal learning. Though all three groups of 
teacher leaders did identify formal learning experiences they learned from, the informal 
learning experiences held more significance. Every adult to adult interaction is an 
opportunity for professional learning. This idea was surfaced by the teacher leaders in 
this study over and over. They feel they learn best from each other, from colleagues, and 
so those collegial relationships are privileged. But each group’s motivation to learn and 




The Proactives are motivated to build the capacity of others. In part, this is a 
“rising tide lifts all ships” approach to learning and leading. They get great satisfaction 
from seeing others grow from learning they provided or introduced. The consistency and 
cohesion that results from capacity building further demonstrates the desire for Proactives 
to be in control of outcomes, processes, and systems. This group disseminates 
information in team meetings as a way to ensure everyone is on the same page, but it is 
through the informal conversations and the professional relation-building where they 
lobby for their agendas. 
The Reformers, however, are motivated to build their own internal capacity and 
learn to develop themselves professionally through informal learning opportunities. This 
approach is analogous to a parent putting on their own oxygen mask before they put their 
child’s mask on when flying. The Reformers absorb everything they can on an ad hoc 
basis. They apply their new learning in their own classrooms, on their own students to 
learn more before they share it with other teachers. This group is less about information 
dissemination and more about impact on student outcomes. 
The Reactives want to be in informal, spontaneous groups. They like chatting in 
the hallways, or grabbing a drink at a local bar, and learning from each others’ stories of 
the day. Again, this group is focused on the now, so they learn from whatever is top of 
mind for their colleagues and do not necessarily prioritize this learning to build their own 
capacity or the capacity of others. 
Dialogue with others. Informal learning highlights the social nature of how people 
develop and grow their thinking over time. In this study, dialogue with others was the 
primary tool for all three groups. 
The Proactives require scaffolding to start. In order to feel safe, they want clarity 
around the outcomes of the conversations and the rules of the conversation because it 




Learning model as learners themselves and, over time, through dialogue with others, felt 
confident and competent enough to gradually release themselves from the scaffolds. 
The Reformers need no such scaffolding or clarity. Again, they are comfortable 
with ambiguity and often thrive in it. They carry questions around in their minds and ask 
them whenever the moment presents itself, with little concern over being perceived as 
unintelligent or incompetent. They learn through talking and listening, rely on their 
colleagues to push back, and are willing to shift their thinking based on responses they 
receive. Their willingness to exhibit vulnerability is an asset in their learning. For them, 
the informal conversations are as important as the outcomes because they are often 
external processors. 
The Reactives seem to want to be part of the conversation but do not necessarily 
want to drive it. They want their voice and opinions to be taken into consideration, but do 
not feel comfortable in the role of the Decider. Like Reformers, they do not require 
scaffolding in their dialogue with others, but compromise is a challenge for them. They 
tend to hold strong opinions and enjoy engaging in dialogue vis-à-vis these opinions but 
are not quick to shift their thinking in response to a conversation and view finding a 
middle ground as a surrender. The Reactives come across as somewhat immature in that 
way. Here, it highlights the importance they place on their personal views over what is 
good for the group or for the long-term student experience. 
Observation. Observation was the second way the teacher leaders in this study 
preferred to learn. The Proactives perceived that they learned best by observing other 
teachers they respected. This is part of the professional respect that motivates the 
Proactives—learning from teachers who are as effective or more effective than they are. 
Being an observer is acknowledgement that they are constantly learning, and being 
observed is acknowledgement that others can learn from them. Both strengthen the 
positive school culture for the Proactives by recognizing that teaching is an intellectual 




For the Reformers, observation served as a professional development tool that 
helped them generate new ideas. They see a practice work for a colleague, internalize it, 
modify it, and then try out their version of it in their classroom. For them, observation is 
about self-improvement. They are interested in the practice and the way the students 
respond to the practice. Whereas the Proactives tend to be singularly focused on the 
teacher moves, the Reformers tend to focus more broadly on the way the teacher moves 
land. 
The Reactives, on the other hand, observed for leadership moves, not teacher 
moves. Their interest was in developing their leadership skills specifically, because they 
felt those skills were especially transferable across industries. Because they value 
external validation, they were eager to emulate moves that they observed others receive 
external validation from. 
Summary of Interpretation 
This interpretation conveys that the three groups of teacher leaders interviewed for 
this study approach their work as teacher leaders from distinct perspectives. The 
Proactives are more traditional. They are organized, compliance-driven, and though they 
desire to have voice and choice in decision-making, they are uncomfortable with 
ambiguity and get frustrated by a lack of clarity with respect to their roles and 
responsibilities. They are motivated by professional respect. The Reformers are more 
innovative. They prefer ambiguity and desire to be trusted to try new strategies. They are 
motivated by the freedom to take risks in an environment that feels safe. The Reactives 
desire to have voice and choice but struggle with compromise and, thus, struggle with 






As discussed in Chapter I, I held three major assumptions about the intersection 
between Millennial work culture and urban teacher retention. Below, I re-examine these 
assumptions in light of the finding presented in Chapter V and the analysis presented in 
the current chapter. 
My first assumption was that the generation-specific retention needs of Millennials 
are actually applicable to educators across generations. Millennials are just more vocal 
about them. 
They, like generations before them, covet voice and choice and the ability to 
innovate. As such, they require differentiated support in the workplace—support that 
meets their specific generational needs. This assumption held true according to Finding 1. 
They were motivated to stay in a high-attrition environment by a positive school culture 
and the fact that they liked and respected their colleagues. Voice, choice, and the ability 
to innovate were illustrated through positive school culture. The differentiated support 
derived from their personal and professional relationships with colleagues. 
The second assumption I made is that high-quality professional development and 
support are a key factor in retaining teachers in high-poverty, urban schools. I believed 
that this generational quality might be leveraged to encourage teachers to stay. This 
assumption also held true according to Findings 3 and 4. Participants indicated that they 
needed to know how to develop capacity for learning and leading; and described learning 
largely in informal ways by dialoguing with others and through observation. These 
participants were adamant that high-quality professional development most often came in 
the form of collegial inquiry or peer-to-peer feedback. This connects back to Finding 1 as 
well. 
My third assumption was that in order to provide high-quality, developmentally 




environment for their teachers. To be successful, teachers need to feel connected with 
other teachers in teams, partnerships, and professional learning communities. They need 
to feel professionalized. They need to feel well-held. They need a holding environment. 
This assumption held true as well, according to Finding 1, specifically regarding the need 
for a positive school culture to retain teacher leaders. 
Contributions to the Literature 
This study has made three contributions to the literature: 
The first contribution is to the literature on positive school culture, specifically, 
Ellie Drago-Severson’s interpretation of the holding environment (Drago-Severson, 
2016; Drago-Severson & Blum-DeStefano, 2016, 2018). The holding environment 
literature extends the notion of positive school culture and trust-building by identifying 
particular features that the environment or culture needs to exhibit to promote growth and 
learning in adults. Those features include providing people with specific supports, with 
challenges to stretch their thinking, and with an environment that is dependable. Teacher 
leaders in this study cited positive school culture as a major motivating factor for staying 
year after year. Specific supports included a sense of belonging and professional respect 
in the form of autonomy and flexibility, professional recognition and validation, 
unstructured time to plan, and the support to be excellent. Challenges, particularly due to 
the conditions created by COVID-19, included opportunities to innovate as leaders, 
opportunities to directly connect students’ experiences to the current social climate, and 
opportunities to try new instructional practices in the virtual classroom that could be 
transferred to the in-person classroom. The dependability of the environment was 
exhibited throughout the findings as one that provided teacher leaders with voice, choice, 




The second contribution is to the literature on teacher retention in high-poverty 
schools. Three of the four major findings from this study indicate that Millennial teacher 
leaders are motivated to stay in a high-attrition environment when they like and respect 
their colleagues, when they perceive their school culture to be positive, and when they 
can be innovative. They are also compelled to stay when they are given the freedom and 
autonomy to learn and grow in informal ways, especially by dialoguing with others and 
observing one another’s practice. Here again, voice, choice, and opportunity are exhibited 
as central to retaining millennial teacher leaders. 
The third contribution is to the literature on adult learning. This study shows that 
Millennial teacher leaders desired to develop capacities that allowed them to lead their 
teams more effectively as professionals. Furthermore, they desired to develop capacities 
that allowed them to work on themselves as people. For them, informal learning 
opportunities were the most effective way to learn and develop. The social component of 
informally dialoguing coupled with the professional component of observing others in 
their field motivated them to stay at their network. 
Researcher Reflections 
COVID-19 is a distinct moment in time. Though there is a great deal of research 
yet to be done regarding the impact of the pandemic on teacher retention in high-poverty 
schools, it is possible, based on the interviews of these 15 teacher leaders, that millennial 
teacher will stay in teaching for a bit longer given the current high unemployment rates 
and cross-industry job insecurity. It is clear that because of the pandemic, their hair is on 
fire, they are navigating the chaos of unprecedented ambiguity, and they are exhausted. 
Upon deeper examination, however, these teacher leaders are learning and learning 
informally via self-directed pathways. If my conversations with this small sample of 




opportunities that were created as biproducts of the pandemic may have strengthened the 
commitment of some millennial teachers to education, equity and social justice.  
On a more personal note, the dissertation has been a challenging process that has 
required more intellectual grit and internal strength than I ever knew I had. Upon 
reflection, it seemed almost impossible at points that this project would ever be 
completed. It was not easy to accomplish while concurrently raising three children, 
working full-time, and relocating my family to a new part of the country (during a global 
pandemic). However, once a pathway through the madness of this seemingly herculean 
task emerged, it suddenly became more manageable. With the help and support of my 
advisor, my husband, and my village, I have learned to accept my limitations (more 
effectively than before). After all, done is often better than perfect, as difficult as that is 
for a perfectionist to internalize. 
As a proud member of Generation X, studying these teacher leaders through a 
Millennial lens was very thought-provoking. Much of the literature sheds an unattractive 
light upon the 20- to 40-year-olds who make up the largest cohort of workers in 
American history. But as my husband recently pointed out, maybe this generation is 
actually onto something. Maybe self-improvement is as important as societal 
improvement. Maybe voice, choice, and opportunity are less about feeling entitled and 
more about knowing what one needs to be successful in the work and satisfied as an 
individual. Perhaps prioritizing our own happiness to positively inform a whole set of 
outcomes for the greater good would help us all work smarter instead of harder. That is 





CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Introduction 
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore 15 urban teachers’ 
perceptions and understandings of what has motivated them to stay in the context of a 
high-attrition environment. As an urban educator, specifically working with high-poverty, 
hard-to-staff schools, I hoped to shed some light on why when so many educators leave 
these schools, there is a core group of “stayers.” Through my research, I have uncovered 
factors that motivate these teacher leaders to stay, leadership competencies that they 
perceive as important to their work, how they learn these competencies, and how learning 
these competencies motivates them to stay. This study yielded insights into how to 
increase retention of Millennial teacher leaders in high-attrition environments, insights 
that are particularly significant right now given the national teacher shortage crisis and 
how COVID-19 has further exacerbated that crisis. Based on the major findings and 
interpretations, I have drawn the following four conclusions. 
Conclusion 1 
In order to retain teachers in a high attrition environment, there must be a 
supportive, inviting and positive school culture. 
Liking and trusting their colleagues and working in a school culture they perceive 




positive school culture can also be defined as a strong peer culture, one that encourages 
collegial relationships on both a professional and a personal level. Positive school culture 
and strong collegial relationships contribute to what Ellie Drago-Severson characterizes 
as a good holding environment. It (1) meets a person where they are and provides 
appropriate supports to accommodate the way the person is currently making meaning; 
(2) challenges learners, permitting them to grow beyond their existing perceptions; and 
(3) ”sticks around,” providing stability to the person in the process of growth (Kegan, 
1982, 1994). A good holding environment is hard to walk away from. 
Conclusion 2 
Crises can be a catalyst for retention. 
In the spring of 2020, COVID-19 launched schools into unprecedented chaos. But 
within the chaos, pockets of opportunity for teachers and teacher leaders to take risks and 
innovate bubbled up. A new level of autonomy was injected into the profession because, 
in the new remote learning environment, oversight was limited. The crisis and the chaos 
made way for experimentation in the classroom and in team leadership. Engaging with 
teaching and teacher leadership in new ways and problem-solving for strange, new 
problems were very appealing to some. Many high-poverty schools deal with crises 
everyday. As Hefeitz (2012) notes, the current conditions create the current outcomes. 
Crises necessitate and inspire change. For people who crave autonomy and thrive on 





An institution that wants to retain employees needs to provide learning 
opportunities and support the development of leadership skills. 
As mentioned in Chapter I, the modern organization needs to meet learners where 
they already are—aligning development opportunities with employee aspirations 
(Deloitte, 2019; Feldmann et al., 2019; LinkedIn Report, 2018). Millennial teacher 
leaders want to be known. They want to be respected, recognized, and permitted to take 
risks. In some cases, that takes the shape of clear directives followed by gradual release. 
In other cases, it looks like the freedom to learn through trial and error. Providing 
differentiated learning pathways that build leadership capacity is an investment in 
employees. That investment reflects trust. By investing in professional development, the 
institution is trusting that the employees will apply their learnings to their work. This 
trust and investment in employees will encourage them to stay. 
Conclusion 4 
An institution needs to support and provide the resources for informal learning. 
Though formal learning opportunities are important, it is the informal learning 
opportunities that truly resonate with the learners. They desire voice, choice, and 
opportunity, and thrive in autonomy. Through dialoguing with and observing each other, 
learners feel free to improve upon their practice. Tamping down on how teachers use 
their non-instructional time and micromanaging processes creates animosity and unrest. 
Providing informal learning structures, however, such as opportunities to visit each 
others’ classrooms, to share best practices, to engage in problem solving together, helps 
make professional learning feel job-embedded and immediately applicable. Supporting 
informal learning is another way an institution can maintain a good holding environment 





Recommendations to School Leadership Development Programs at the University 
Level 
At the university level, school leadership preparation programs should be 
overhauled to better reflect the complicated and adaptive work that school leaders face on 
a daily basis. My first recommendation is to include a course centered on Ellie Drago-
Severson’s Learning-Oriented Model of Leadership. Focusing on the holding 
environment, her Four Pillars of Leadership Development, and her Ways of Knowing 
will support aspiring school and district leaders in thinking about and planning for 
capacity building. Drago-Severson’s work addresses the human aspect of adult learning 
and leadership development in that it forces leaders to consider people and not just 
process. By deeply understanding how different people learn and develop, leaders will be 
more successful in building out systems and structures that are flexible but dependable, 
and safe yet challenging. If leaders are better prepared to attend to the holding 
environment, it will be easier for them to develop and retain teachers. 
My second recommendation to school leadership preparation programs is to 
provide opportunities for leaders to think about and design differentiated adult learning 
pathways that serve as talent management, leadership pipeline, and teacher retention 
strategies. Projects such as this will allow aspiring school leaders to innovate and reflect 
on the teacher shortage crisis in a solutions-oriented way so that they can hit the ground 
running. It will also provide a developmental lens through which aspiring leaders can see 
the long-term implications of their adult learning work and the impact that work will have 
on student outcomes. Thinking about talent management, leadership pipeline, and teacher 
retention strategies in relation to student outcomes will undoubtedly lead to increased 




Recommendations to School Districts and Networks 
My first recommendation to school districts/networks is to reimagine Human 
Resources. Reimagining HR can help transform school systems from compliance 
organizations to learning organizations, which will serve to professionalize teaching and 
hence increase teacher retention. Districts and networks must begin by identifying a 
cross-functional team to craft a vision and strategic plan for talent management, including 
differentiated learning pathways for adult learners. These pathways can be developmental 
by meeting teachers where they are and supporting them in achieving their professional 
goals. For example: 
o Pathway 1: Leaders of teacher teams/Aspiring School Leaders 
o Pathway 2: Labsite Teachers 
o Pathway 3: Novice Teachers 
Rebranding the teacher evaluation system as a professional learning tool can help drive 
these differentiated learning pathways by clarifying expectations of excellence, while 
simultaneously supporting teachers and teacher leaders in meeting that bar. 
My second recommendation to school districts/networks is to provide opportunities 
for teacher leaders to participate in spearheading district-wide initiatives. This is an 
effective way to offer voice, choice, and opportunity while intellectually challenging 
them and building their leadership capacity. Increased teacher participation at the district 
level will also create buy-in for new initiatives at the teacher level, which will pave the 
way for a smooth rollout. Curriculum design, professional learning sessions, and using 
data to inform district-wide prioritization are all places where teacher voice would be 
valuable at the district or network level. Related, I recommend increasing funding for 
teachers to attend professional development of their choice that they can then share with 




Recommendations to School Principals and School Leadership Teams 
My first recommendation to school principals and school leadership teams is to 
craft a strategic plan for talent management, including differentiated learning pathways 
for adult learners. Ideally this plan would originate from the school district or network as 
outlined above in recommendations for school districts and networks; however, it would 
be tailored for the individual school level. Because school leadership knows its staff 
intimately, the school leadership team can implement the differentiated learning 
pathways introduced above at a more granular, developmental level—for example, by 
meeting the needs of subgroups (based on findings of the Proactives, Reactives and 
Reformers in Chapter VI): 
o Pathway 1: Leaders of teacher teams/Aspiring School Leaders 
 Building trust through professional respect 
 Building trust through public recognition 
 Building trust through promoting risk-taking 
 
o Pathway 2: Labsite Teachers 
 Innovating through Gradual release 
 Innovating through autonomy and flexibility 
 
o Pathway 3: Novice Teachers 
 Learning through dialoguing with others 
 Learning through observation 
My second recommendation is to constantly model that every adult interaction is 
professional development. School leadership must provide structures for teachers to learn 
informally together through unstructured but protected planning time, protected lunch 
times, intervisitation opportunities, and turn and talk time during staff meetings. 
Furthermore, school leadership needs to provide opportunities for teacher feedback, for 
teacher voice to be heard, and to be transparent about decision-making. This means 
explicitly acknowledging when and where teacher feedback is evidenced in decision-
making. Additionally, the plan would encourage innovation and build leadership capacity 





Recommendations for Future Research 
Because of the limitations of the sample size in this study, future research should 
include a significantly larger sample across multiple charter networks and/or school 
districts to more accurately gauge the broader implications of how to more effectively 
retain Millennial teachers in high-poverty schools. As Millennials are the largest cohort 
of workers in American history, it is critical that the public school system nationwide 
take into account Millennial teachers’ desire to learn informally, to be invested in as 
professionals, and to have leadership opportunities. Furthermore, continuing to research 
the impact of developmental approaches to adult learning, such as Drago-Severson’s 
Learning Oriented Leadership model, as a pathway to retaining high-quality Millennial 
teachers will help to underscore the findings of this study. 
Finally, exploring how teachers perceive trust from a developmental perspective 
and understanding the relationship between trust, positive school culture, and teacher 
retention are worthy of further research as well. If respect, recognition, and risk-taking 
make teachers at different developmental levels feel trusted as professionals and that trust 
yields higher retention rates, then it stands to reason that trust should be further 
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Dear Mr/Ms. ______________, 
 
My name is Kameron Lewis Levin and I have been a doctoral student at Teachers 
College, Columbia University in New York City since 2015. I am currently an 
independent consultant for curriculum design, school design, adult learning and 
leadership development working on projects for education organizations and school 
networks. I started teaching in 2001 for the New York City Department of Education at 
an alternative high school for students who were over-aged and under-credited. These 
students taught me so much. Many of them had been abandoned by the school system and 
had been convinced they were not worth teaching, or worse, that they could not learn. As 
I have moved through my career into the realm of adult learning, I became increasingly 
aware of just how challenging it is to be a teacher in the hardest to staff schools. I have 
dedicated the last decade of my professional life to trying to understand how to leverage 
adult learning as a strategy to retain talent. 
 
The purpose of my study is to explore with 15 millennial educators, in an urban, high 
poverty charter network, the factors that influence their decision to stay and progress 
within the context of a high attrition environment. The network leadership suggested that 
I speak with you as someone who has done wonderful work at your school for the past 
three plus years. I would very much appreciate speaking with you to learn more about 
your experiences. I know how busy you are, so I would be grateful if you could take 
approximately 60 minutes out of your schedule to have a conversation with me. This 
conversation would be virtual and would be recorded. 
 
Would it be possible for you to suggest some times for us to meet, please? Participation is 
completely voluntary, but I believe I would be able to learn a great deal from you about 
what elements and conditions have influenced your decision to return to your school year 
after year, when so many others leave. When you get the chance, can you either e-mail 
me at kal2106@tc.columbia.edu or call 617-633-9214 at your convenience to schedule a 










Pre-Interview Survey Demographic Information 













(how do you identify?) 
 
Grade/Content area 
(check all that apply) 
 
o preK-2 
o grades 3-4 




o Social Studies/History 
o Music, dance, visual art, 





Number of years as an educator 





o 10 or more 
Certification Route o Traditional pathway: Masters in Ed post Bachelors 
o Alternative pathway (Please specify: TFA, Teaching Fellows, 
Relay Partnership with PPN, etc)  
Number of schools you’ve 
taught at 
 
Number of students you teach 
daily 
 
Number of faculty at your 
school 
 
Learning experiences you 
engage in regularly  
(i.e. content team meetings, 











Background & Motivation 
1. Tell me the story of how & why you decided to become a teacher. 
a. Describe the kind of experience you were looking for in a school? 
What kind of culture were you seeking out? 
b. What has kept you at this network? What do you find challenging 
about it? 
Reaction to Pandemic 
2. How has the pandemic changed your work as an educator? 
3. How has your decision-making around staying or leaving been informed by 
COVID? 
How They Learn 
4. How have you developed your skills as a teacher and a leader? 
5. Describe the learning experiences that have most effectively moved your 
practice. 
6. What has felt most supportive in your learning? What has been challenging? 
What They Learn 
7. In your opinion, what makes a person leadership material here? What kinds of 
skills does one need to have, learn or develop? 
8. What advice would you give to other aspiring leaders in charter schools? 





Focus Group Protocol 
 
● Welcome! It’s wonderful to see you all.  
● As you all know, I’m studying Millennial teacher retention in high poverty 
schools, trying to understand why some excellent teachers stay, when so many of 
their colleagues jump ship.  
● This research is especially important against the backdrop of Covid-19 and Black 
Lives Matter as the inequities in our system of education are highlighted.  
● I really appreciate you coming together to discuss two salient issues that will help 
surface the relevant data:  
○ How you think about supporting and retaining teachers.  
○ How you think about cultivating of leadership in teachers. 
● You will spend approximately 30 minutes discussing each issue.  
● My role is to moderate the time and record the discussion. I will not be facilitating 
it. 
● The data collected will be kept anonymous. No member of the group will be 
identified in the transcript beyond, “one member said…and another member 
added to that by saying…” and so forth. 






Original Conceptual Framework 
 
 
1. What motivates participants to stay in the network? 
 
● There is a career trajectory offered. 
● I have leadership opportunities like leading meetings, facilitating 
professional development for my peers, being a teacher leader… 
● I really like and trust my team and colleagues. 
● I learn a lot - there’s a lot of PD opportunities. 
● I like my principal. 
● Leadership takes my opinion into consideration when making decisions. 
● I have voice. 
● I love my students. 
● I believe in and am committed to the mission and vision of the 
organization. 
● This is the only same sex charter network in the city. 
● I get a lot of support from school leadership and the home office team. 
● I have been here for awhile and it’s easier to stay than start over 
somewhere else. 
● The new salary schedule is much better than elsewhere. 
● There are opportunities to make additional money: teacher leader, labsite, 
summer school. 
● My commute is easy peasy. 
● I have worked in other networks and this one is the lesser of the evils. 
● I want to see the first students I taught here graduate. 
● I don’t think I can get a job elsewhere. 
● I really like the school culture and how it celebrates our students and 
community. 
 
2. In what ways, if any, has the pandemic contributed to their decision to stay? 
 
● The job market is terrible right now because of COVID 19. 
● The kids need me now more than ever. 
● I’ve gotten closer with my colleagues because of the pandemic. 
● Stability. I’m staying because everything else is so unstable. 
● I am really enjoying virtual teaching and learning. 
● If traditional school is going to change, I want to be part of the change 
here. 
● We’ve done some exciting, innovative things because of the pandemic. 
● The families are depending on me.   






3. What competencies do participants perceive are needed to move into leadership 
positions within the charter network? 
 
● You need to be able to build relationships and trust with teachers and team 
members. 
● Organizational skills 
● Ability to meet deadlines 
● You need to know the different systems that house data. 
● Goal-setting and action planning 
● The ability to delegate and follow up 
● To have difficult conversations 
● Listening skills 
● You need to use data to inform decision-making 
● You need to be able to design and facilitate PD 
● Your student data needs to be solid. 
● Exhibit vulnerability 
● You need to be compliant and on message. 
● Be a team player. 
● Be a highly effective teacher. 
● You need to manage your time well. 
● Loyalty - known advocate of the school, the network or particular leaders. 
● Think systemically - consider all students, not just one classroom. 
● Collaborate with ops staff 
 
4. How do participants describe how they learned to develop the needed 
competencies? 
 
● Formal pipeline programs: Teacher Leadership Development and Teaming 
Support Program, Intervisitation Program, Emerging Leaders, Labsite 
work 
● Shadowing 
● Coaching (internal and external) 
● Formal leadership roles: Grade Team Leader, labsite teacher, Springboard 
Lead 
● Action research 
● PD Facilitation 
● Opportunities to reflect, collegial inquiry 
● Mentoring 
● Co-teaching 
● Webinars on particular instructional systems 
● Informal conversations with colleagues 
● Getting feedback on lesson plans 
● Co-planning 
● Being held accountable by their teams 
● Helping to design new initiatives 




● Trial and error 
● Therapy 
● On my own 
● By watching my principal to see what not to do. 
● Role plays 
● Engaging in difficult conversations 
● Mindset work: FADAF, The lobster, Dweck 







1. Motivation: What motivates participants to stay in the network? 
 
Intrinsic  
● MIa: I really like and trust my team and colleagues. 
● MIb: I learn a lot - there’s a lot of PD opportunities. 
● MIc: I like my principal. 
● MId: Leadership takes my opinion into consideration when making 
decisions. 
● MIe: I have voice. 
● MIf: I love my students. 
● MIg: I believe in and am committed to the mission and vision of the 
organization. 
● MIh: This is the only same sex charter network in the city. 
● MIi: I get a lot of support from school leadership and the home office 
team. 
● MIj: I have been here for awhile and it’s easier to stay than start over 
somewhere else. 
● MIk: I want to see the first students I taught here graduate. 
● MIl: I don’t think I can get a job elsewhere. 
 
Extrinsic 
● MEa: There is a career trajectory offered. 
● MEb: I have leadership opportunities like leading meetings, facilitating 
professional development for my peers, being a teacher leader… 
● MEc: The new salary schedule is much better than elsewhere. 
● MEd: There are opportunities to make additional money: teacher leader, 
labsite, summer school. 
● MEe: My commute is easy peasy. 
● MEf: I have worked in other networks and this one is the lesser of the 
evils. 
● MEg: I really like the school culture and how it celebrates our students 
and community. 
 
2. Reaction to Pandemic: In what ways, if any, has the pandemic contributed to 
their decision to stay? 
 
● RPa: The job market is terrible right now because of COVID 19. 
● RPb: The kids need me now more than ever. 
● RPc: I’ve gotten closer with my colleagues because of the pandemic. 
● RPd: Stability. I’m staying because everything else is so unstable. 




● RPf: If traditional school is going to change, I want to be part of the 
change here. 
● RPg: We’ve done some exciting, innovative things because of the 
pandemic. 
● RPh: The families are depending on me.   
● RPi: This is crazy, but I understand this crazy. 
 
3. Competencies Needed: 
 
Develop Capacity for Learning & Leading 
○ CNDa: You need to be able to build relationships and trust with teachers 
and team members. 
○ CNDb: To have difficult conversations 
○ CNDc: Listening skills 
○ CNDd: Your student data needs to be solid. 
○ CNDe: Exhibit vulnerability 
○ CNDf: You need to be compliant and on message. 
○ CNDg: Be a team player. 
○ CNDh: Loyalty - known advocate of the school, the network or particular 
leaders. 
○ CNDi: Think systemically - consider all students, not just one classroom. 
 
Advocate for Professional Learning 
● CNAa: You need to be able to design and facilitate PD 
● CNAb: Be a highly effective teacher. 
 
Create Support Systems and Structures 
● CNCa: Organizational skills 
● CNCb: Ability to meet deadlines 
● CNCc: You need to know the different systems that house data. 
● CNCd: Goal-setting and action planning 
● CNCe: The ability to delegate and follow up 
● CNCf: You need to use data to inform decision-making 
● CNCg: Collaborate with ops staff 
● CNCh: You need to manage your time well. 
 
4. How They Learn: How do participants describe how they learn to develop the 
needed competencies? 
 
● HTLa: Formal pipeline programs: Teacher Leadership Development and 
Teaming Support Program, Intervisitation Program, Emerging Leaders, 
Labsite work 
● HTLb: Shadowing 
● HTLc: Conversation with others 




● HTLe: Formal leadership roles: Grade Team Leader, labsite teacher, 
Springboard Lead 
● HTLf: Action research 
● HTLg: PD Facilitation 
● HTLh: Opportunities to reflect, collegial inquiry 
● HTLi: Mentoring 
● HTLj: Co-teaching 
● HTLk: Webinars on particular instructional systems 
● HTLl: Informal conversations with colleagues 
● HTLm: Getting feedback on lesson plans 
● HTLn: Co-planning 
● HTLo: Being held accountable by their teams 
● HTLp: Helping to design new initiatives 
● HTLq: Professional library 
● HTLr: Trial and error 
● HTLs: Therapy 
● HTLt: On my own 
● HTLu: By watching my principal to see what not to do. 
● HTLv: Practice 
● HTLw: Role plays 
● HTLx: Engaging in difficult conversations 
● HTLy: Mindset work: FADAF, The lobster, Dweck 






Sample of Coding for Develop Capacity for Learning and Leading Code CNDa 
 
 
CNDa: Develop Capacity for Learning & Leading 
 
Process: I read through each transcript and coded relevant quotes by copying and pasting 
them into new documents - one for each code. Below is an example of how CNDa: 
Develop Capacity for Learning & Leading was coded. Participants are identified as P1, 
P2, and so on. Beneath each participant is a list of quotes relevant to the code. The coded 
documents were then used to create my distribution matrix and later, integrated into the 




1. I think that I’ve worked really hard to To like pinpoint something to work on each 
year, and I think the thing that I’ve worked on consistently is team building and 
like adult relationships in the classroom and in the school. So I think that every 
year has gotten better and I feel more comfortable having like difficult 
conversations with peers or like rebuilding a team each year. And that’s why this 
this new role upgrade team leader with the three grades I am excited about, 
although I’m a little bitter about because there’s no pay increases a lot more 
responsibility, but I think it is an opportunity to like take three teams and and do 
what I’ve done with our first grade team a bunch of years now and learn new 
personalities and see how they click and see what people’s strengths are and 
like work to get them to a place that’s functional. So professionally, leader wise, I 
think that’s been really helpful, but I’m also like, constantly working on my 
observation and Evaluation skills of like, how to give feedback to peers? How to 
read how people want feedback, because people can be like, yeah, just tell me 
what I need to work on. But like, you can read their face and their body language 
and be like, that’s not gonna work. Yeah. And so that has been really helpful,  
2. Um I think that definitely like having leadership that your program and then 
Emily’s program has been helpful to, like, have, again to bounce ideas off of, of 
someone other outside of our school. But I do think it’s like then just my own 
experiences as a teacher leader with every year our first grade team is different. 
So it’s been really nice to have that because then I can start fresh every year with 
like all new personalities, but I think just like the experiences of trying it out each 
year has helped me. Nicole has been very helpful. I feel very comfortable talking 
with her about my struggles or working on things and getting her feedback. So 
like having a strong peer to bounce ideas off of and be honest with you, like, 
she’s been honest with me in meetings with like, Yeah, I don’t think you were 




feedback, but I do think just being in the same role for multiple years is very 
helpful. And I, I sometimes think administrators don’t see the value in that at our 
network of like being in the same grade level or being with the same grade team 
members is extremely important if you’re going to work on your leadership, but 
also you’re just like, understanding of the curriculum. So I think that’s been really 
helpful. 
3. Um, I think there’s a lack of clarity around the teacher leader role. I think that 
there’s, if you look at our job description, there’s many buckets that we fit into 
and all of the descriptions are very ambiguous and could be molded to whatever 
the person wants it to be, meaning the principal. So I think that it has would be 
very helpful. It’s like a very clear roles and responsibilities that creating leaders 
would do. But I also think there’s no professional development around it 
externally, like there’s they don’t send us to anything to talk about how to be a 
leader but also appear. And there’s a lot of like, logistical meetings, but there’s 
not a lot around how to accomplish the role that you’re given that but you’re not 
at an administrator. So like, we have, we started to have conversations with you 
Like every year in your program and Emilee’s program, that because there’s new 
people every year, it’s like we kind of have to do like the logistics and The it’s 
very confusing the data cycle conversation every year and then we don’t get to 
like the nitty gritty of like, why this is uncomfortable? Or how can we overcome 
peer to peer conflict or, you know, what can we do with teams and how can we 
mold them, but I do think there’s a lack of professional development and clarity 




1. And another major, major thing to me on the curriculum slash teaching side is I 
don’t like scripted programs. And at the time, they were using like a blended 
model of like the TC program, which I’m not the biggest fan of, but with that being 
said, there was a lot of autonomy. And that is like the biggest thing for me as a 
teacher because I feel that I do have a lot to bring and I am creative. 
 
P3 
1. I think I’ve learned to delegate more. And when I started planning the family folk 
dance night that I mentioned, I knew that I wouldn’t be able to do it all myself. So 
at one of our meetings, I had listed all the tasks I could think of beforehand and 
asked what you know, who wants to do this who wants to this? And then I think it 
was also mostly after I had my son where I realized like, I can’t do half of those 
anymore. I started doing more like that. Okay, think about beforehand what 
needs to be done for this event. Let’s come with a list and work it out together. 






1. you kNow, it was kind of through feedback from people who are leaders who are 
observing the meetings and partaking in the meetings. And then in the planning, 
so basically, I some of the feedback that I got was you should, you should, like 
cold call on people, you know, or tell them like I just want you like naming people 
to answer the question which you know, But the idea that I was given, and I didn’t 
necessarily feel totally comfortable with that, because I know I don’t like to cold 
call on dance or something if I’m not prepared to share my idea on it. But I, I 
worked with that idea and thought, let’s do a warm call, where we’ll send out the 
agenda that day or the day before and say, like, share the warm calls. I’m hoping 
for, like these three people to speak on this, you know, for the agenda, and then 
the warm called alongside it. And people have told me that my team told me that 
was really great because I was able to make sure I had my thoughts prepared. 
And I was able to say something and I felt like I was able to contribute with 
without being put on the spot because nobody, especially in a video call. Nobody 
likes to be put on the spot. And also, what some people have done while leaving 
as well, they’ll say, No, there’s a cricket striker ask a question. And there’s 
cricket. And so they say someone’s from boys prep. refund process. And then 
there’s even more intense crickets because everybody’s like, are you gonna be 
the one? Is it you? And like, you might even like see some text along the side 
like, Oh, you speak up. And then it’s even more awkward because it narrows the 
focus of who’s supposed to say something. So the warm call has worked well. 
And that’s how I feel it’s through feedback from people and then also my own 
interpretation of it. Yeah. 
 
P8 
1. I’ve had more of the guts, I guess to challenge a little bit and I was able to prove, 
hey, this is what I’m going to do. I’m going to prove that the data is going to 
match it. And I was able to do that. It took a ton more work but it’s something 
thing that I’ve been pushing back every year at the end of the year saying like, 
the math needs to fix the math needs to be XYZ. 
2. I think if you asked me this when I first started girls prep, I would have said 
absolutely not I will follow the scope and sequence 100%. So I think the ability 
that I’ve been in the school for a while 
 
P9 
1. And I learned a lot about being a teacher leader. So my first year as a great team 
leader, it was very much just like, no one else was doing it. And I was one of two 
team members who were returning so it was kind of just like, uh, okay, I’ll try. So 
my first year and there was no like, teacher leader programs like we’ve done with 
you and there was nothing my first year so I was just kind of like that. Alright, 
we’re just kind of getting through this. But it wasn’t, I really would say, and I’m not 
just saying this, your teacher leader programs and the the coaching I’ve received 




just making an agenda and making sure everyone like meets the deadline for 
their end of your order forms. Like it’s not, I am such a logistical person. So that’s 
where I what I thought it was, and what I thought was the bulk of the work. But 
it’s, you know, conversations with Lyle Kirkman and working with you about, you 
know, data cycles and what we can actually do as a teacher leader that’s helped 
me see like, the bigger part of it, and leading teachers and to drive student 
outcomes and working with them to also build their capacities, so I’m not totally 






























Pre-Coding Data for Findings Headings and Descriptors 
 
Process: I took bullet points from my coding legend (derived from original conceptual 
framework) and clustered them into broader categories. These “clusters” informed my 
distribution matrix, the tool that surfaces major findings. The bullet points directly align 
to my research questions, thus ensuring that I use the data to address the research 
questions directly. 
 
1.1 Intrinsic Motivation: What motivates participants to stay in the 
network? 
 
MIa: Organization privileges my learning and development. 
- I learn a lot - there’s a lot of PD opportunities. 
- I get a lot of support from school leadership and the home office team. 
 
MIb: Leadership considers my voice in decision-making. 
- I like my principal. 
- Leadership takes my opinion into consideration when making decisions. 
- I have voice. 
 
MIc: I love and am loyal to my students. 
- I am in this for the students. 
- I want to see the first students I taught here graduate. 
 
MId: I really like and trust my colleagues 
 
MIe: I believe in and am committed to the mission and vision of the organization. 
 
MIf: I have job security. 
- I have been here for a while and it’s easier to stay than start over somewhere else. 
- I don’t think I can get a job elsewhere. 
 
 
1.2 Extrinsic Motivation: What motivates participants to stay in the 
network? 
 
MEa: Leadership opportunities & pathways 
- There is a career trajectory offered. 
- I have leadership opportunities like leading meetings, facilitating professional 





MEb: Compensation is competitive with stipend opportunities. 
- The new salary schedule is much better than elsewhere. 
- There are opportunities to make additional money: teacher leader, labsite, summer 
school. 
 
MEc: My commute is easy. 
 
 
MEd: Positive School culture 
- I have worked in other networks and this one is the lesser of the evils. 
- I really like the school culture and how it celebrates our students and community. 
 
 
2. Reactions to the Pandemic: In what ways, if any, has the pandemic 
contributed to their decision to stay? 
 
RPa: The job market is terrible right now because of COVID 19. 
 
RPb: Providing stability for students and families. 
- The kids need me now more than ever. 
- The families are depending on me. 
 
RPc: I’ve gotten closer with my colleagues because of the pandemic. 
 
RPd: Staying for stability in a time of instability. 
- Stability. I’m staying because everything else is so unstable. 
- This is crazy, but I understand this crazy. 
 
RPe: COVID = School Innovation 
- I am really enjoying virtual teaching and learning. 
- If traditional school is going to change, I want to be part of the change here. 
- We’ve done some exciting, innovative things because of the pandemic. 
 
 
3. Competencies Needed: What competencies do participants perceive are 
needed to move into leadership positions within the charter network? (Using 
the Professional Learning Standards, Leadership Competencies) 
 
CNDa: Develop Capacity for Learning & Leading 
- You need to be able to build relationships and trust with teachers and team 
members. 
- Listening skills 




- Exhibit vulnerability 
- You need to be compliant and on message, a team player. 
- Loyalty - known advocate of the school, the network or particular leaders. 
- Think systemically - consider all students, not just one classroom. 
 
CNDb: Advocate for Professional Learning 
- You need to be able to design and facilitate PD 
- Be a highly effective teacher. 
- Identify gaps in practice and offer solutions 
- Willing to try new things 
- See every interaction as a learning opportunity 
 
CNDc: Create Support Systems and Structures 
- You need to know the different systems that house data. 
- If a system does not exist for something, you can create one 
- Manage Goal-setting and action planning cycles 
- You need to use data to inform decision-making 
- Processes to collaborate with ops staff 
- Build agendas, feedback forms 
 
CNDd: Organizational skills 
- Ability to meet deadlines 
- The ability to delegate and follow up 
- You need to manage your time well. 
- Knowledge of google suite to track student or team progress 
 
 
4. How They Learn: How do participants describe how they learn to 
develop the needed competencies? 
 
HTLa: Formal learning 
- Formal pipeline programs such as Teacher Leadership Development and Teaming 
Support Program, Intervisitation Program, Emerging Leaders, Labsite work 
- Webinars on particular instructional systems 
- Co-teaching in an ICT setting 
- Co-planning with co teacher, coach, grade/content team or school leader 
 
HTLb: Dialogue with others 
- Coaching conversations 




- Mutual accountability, conversations through which I am being held for following 
through on something by my colleagues  
- Getting feedback on lesson plans, sharing best practices 




- Classroom intervisitation (where I visit other people’s classrooms) 
- Modeling (where I watch another teacher facilitate a part of my lesson) 




- Mindset work  moving from fixed to growth mindset 
- Meditation 
- Opportunities to reflect, collegial inquiry 
 
HTLe: Trial & Error  
- Practice 
- role plays with colleagues 
 
HTLF: Self Directed Learning 




HTLe: Experiential Learning (drawing on past experience or reflecting on current 
experience) 
- Doing it the way my teachers taught me 
- Helping to design new initiatives based on experiences with current initiatives 






Analysis: Sample of Coding for Positive School Culture 
for Proactives, Reformers & Reactives - Code MEc 
 
 
ME - Motivation (Extrinsic) 
c - third category under extrinsic motivation 
 
Proactives: 1,2, 4, 8,  
Reactives: 7,14 
Reluctants: 3, 9, 10, 15 
 





1. it’s a ripple effect, peer culture, like we do have the most teachers that have 
stayed in all my time there. Like, I can name a lot of the teachers that have been 
there for a couple of years. And I think that contributes to peer culture. It 
contributes to trusting teachers and using each other like, we’re able to behave 
really support each other but academically support each other and teach I mean, 





1. It’s also we have a strong peer culture that we’ve built. And, and I think that 
reflects in our satisfaction surveys, but I think oftentimes administration attacks 
themselves on the back for that, and I don’t, I don’t think it’s that it’s definitely 
like a created from within. And we work really hard at it, to have a network of 
teachers like even on our floor that we can trust and rely on. So I think that’s 
another one. 
2. I never felt like I ever had to shut the door because I always felt trusted or like if 
someone walked in and I was doing a different phonics lesson. I always knew that 
like whoever came in would know that I’m doing this because I it’s based on data 
and I know what my kids need. Um, so that’s one thing that I also feel is, you 
know, a lot probably right alongside with the whole colleagues and collaboration 
thing I do feel trusted. 
3. I think this goes back to the autonomy thing. I feel supported when I’m trusted to 
make decisions for my students. And I don’t ever make a decision that’s not either 
data-based or observationally based. So I feel supported when I know somebody 







1. I look for a school that is inclusive of staff and students and families I look for 
also, leadership that allows for teacher autonomy. I really like to have a voice in 
what I teach and how I teach it. And just in general, what I love about teaching 
and creating a world, a little community of my own, have our own in the 
classroom where we can have a classroom We’d like a place for its own culture 
for rituals and traditions. And, you know, it should be a recording space for 
everybody that’s in that classroom. And I like schools that allow me to create that 
atmosphere. That makes sense. Having that autonomy. 
2. It was definitely important for me when I was growing up my school experience I 
saw all the same teachers my entire elementary school experience, I never heard 
of a single teacher leaving that I had had that impacted me. So I want that for all 
my students, and I want them to be able to in two, three years when they’re in 
middle school and in high school and be able to come back and say, I know that 
I’m going to be there and say hi to me, and have that relationship. So I want I 
think teacher retention is important, I’m committed to that. And that’s why I have 
faith. I’m also of course, a creature of habit,  
 
P8 
1. And when I talked to Josie about this during my interview, and one thing that she 
promised me was the flexibility and the ability to move within the building. So 
that was something that if I knew if I can jump in and get this job in fifth grade, 
this path in the future might look different, and hence being able to Move down to 
second grade, which was something that I really really could not have thank Josie 
any more 
2. but my overall way of implementing it is going to be different than the way the 
network wants me to because of how I’m going to put that creative touch to it or 
how I’m going to Be able to put my students needs in priority. 
3. And I think something that like stood out to me for a while was I was running 
College and Career week I was doing the sunshine committee, I was grade team 
leader, I’m a lead teacher. And my salary was still a lot less than teachers that just 
stay in their classroom. So then that was something that was like, Oh, hey, like 
then sunshine committee didn’t happen this year. And like that stunk. Because 
like that was something that the school we didn’t have any team bonding, I’m 
like, I know, things. And I think that relationship component gets lost really fast. 






1. Yeah, I do feel like there’s a lot of trust for me. I don’t feel like anybody’s 
breathing down my neck like what’s happening in the music room? Because I 
have produced results, I guess. I mean, I, I’ve always found it important to track 
my students progress, to have musical events where they’re performing. And I’ve 
learned a lot over the years about how to track data so that it works for me, and I 
can present it if I’m ever asked you and I have been a couple times and how to 
plan and execute good concerts with the help of the rest of the arts team. 
2. I think it’s because of the autonomy that I mentioned before I can create the music 
program. Find out for myself, how to grow it. That’s so you know, find out what’s 
best for the kids, and then ask for help when I need it. And it’s I’m pretty happy 
with it. 
3. I wanted a place. I wanted an elementary school. I wanted a place where I could 
create a music program that I wanted, so some freedom and curriculum planning. 
I wanted the staff to be kind to the kids. I remember there’s a lot of yelling at my 





1. it’s been supportive when we have more differentiated sessions or, you know, I’m 
able to work with my team in isolation and we’re able to plan and work together 
and do what is what we feel is productive sometimes being told what we need to 
be planning for are working on without any sort of incorporation of our opinions 
about it doesn’t always feel supportive. So being you know, when we are trusted 
to use our time for what we feel it needs to be used for then I feel like we are most 
productive and that feels the most supportive 
 
P10 
1. And I think that, that the integration of theater arts, the building of relationships 
that Spencer and I did, and then the flexibility that we were able to have because 
leadership was so lax. So we could really actually just build our curriculum off of 
what our kids liked. I think that’s what made our class so successful because we 
got we got a really we kids did really well, 
 
P15 
1. I think from leadership, I’m looking for leadership that makes logical choices. 
That makes sense that doesn’t my compliance base. I’m looking for a school 
culture where all the teachers are on the same page, and like all of the teachers are 
in it for the kids and like, I’m just looking for a school that has like, holds that 
most teachers and students accountable to excellence. But I think that that just 




culture where leadership knows what it takes to get a teacher to become an 
exemplary teacher and they work night and day to make sure that all of their 
teachers become that just an environment that is about excellence. And it’s about 





1. I think teachers are free to be themselves for sure. I don’t think we’re free to teach 
exactly how we’d like to because there’s sort of a lot of like prescriptive 
requirements of the lesson that sort of require you to do a certain thing a certain 
way sometimes. But that doesn’t mean you have to, like be a robot, like you could 
definitely be yourself and find a way to do so. 
 
P12 
1. As far as the culture goes, I would want to walk into a school and like, I’ve seen 
schools that I’ve been in schools where everybody’s like, behind closed doors, 
and they just like, do their own thing. And it works for them. But I don’t, I don’t 
want to work for me, I’d want to be able to like, go in and then like maybe at 
lunch, like see a bunch of teachers either like with the students working with them 
or like setting together and eating lunch and so like having a community beyond 
just the classroom because I think if there’s no community and culture, like 




1. I feel like my first year and statistics probably show that my year my first year, 
the most teachers like stay in at the school, and maybe I’m wrong, but I feel like 
the most of the teachers who are still there were a first year teacher like with me 
at boys prep. And I think it’s because we had a week of just new teacher, PDS. 
And I felt like we were more prepared as first year teachers at public prep, 
because we had a week of just new staff. And then that following week, returning 
staff and new staff work together. So I feel like because and because then the 
following two years, it wasn’t like that. And I could see that that was like that 
definitely. probably is a reason like, I knew if I didn’t get that one week, where 
everything was handed to me new. And I probably want to feel as confident. I’m 
being a new teacher, at public prep, 
2. , I guess even before grade team lead positions came out, when we were still in 
that trailer back in the lower campus. I was like approached to apply even before 
it came out to apply. And like that, Mr. Ramirez Ozzy if you remember him, but 




the plate and lead this PD, like, see what you did there. Like That was amazing. 
Like, think of what you can do a whole year instead of just one time. So him 
giving me an example of like that one time I did it, and led a PD and like guided 
reading, that he wanted me to expand that knowledge and helping other teachers 
and become a great team lead, and he was persistent. He was like, did you apply 
it? Did you apply it and like he was, he was like, I’ll help you if you need all that. 
 
P7 
1. I feel like with my position, I have like a lot of autonomy. And I feel like that is 
something that I definitely value. 
2. . I think that’s a part of why I wanted to like do something like the the DEI teams 
because I was fishing for some sort of extra validation or some sort of extra 
importance because there felt like there was none in my role. 
3. supportive to me, um, I think the community in a lot of ways at the school there is 
times where we definitely have our downs but I feel like for the most part, there’s 
is a bit of a nice family like culture for some people in the building, and I’m 
definitely some of those people. And it feels good in many ways. Like if you’re 
having a bad day with a class I know I could just pop into a space where I know 
everyone shows and everything will be seemingly a lot better. So I think the 
community 
 
